City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone Projects

CUNY Graduate Center

10-2014

Developing a Culture of Citizenship in Elementary School
Classrooms: How Democratic Schools Teach Children About
Rules, Rights and Responsibilities
Mindi Reich-Shapiro
Graduate Center, City University of New York

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/372
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

Developing a Culture of Citizenship in Elementary School
Classrooms:
How Democratic Schools Teach Children About Rules, Rights, and
Responsibilities
by

Mindi Reich-Shapiro

A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty in Psychology in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy,
The City University of New York
2014

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

© 2014
MINDI REICH-SHAPIRO
All Rights Reserved

ii

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

This manuscript has been read and accepted for the
Graduate Faculty in Psychology in satisfaction of the
Dissertation requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Anna Stetsenko
_____________________
Date

______________________________________
Chair of Examining Committee

Maureen O’Connor
_____________________
Date

______________________________________
Executive Officer

Roger Hart
Joseph A. Glick
Helen Johnson
Mary Bushnell Greiner
Supervisory Committee

THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

iii

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

ii
Abstract

Developing a Culture of Citizenship in Elementary School Classrooms:
How Democratic Schools Teach Children About Rules, Rights, and
Responsibilities
by
Mindi Reich-Shapiro
Advisor: Anna Stetsenko
Abstract
The public school classroom is the first opportunity for young children to develop a sense of
how to participate in a diverse community organized to address the needs of many. This study
explores development of civic participation in children in primary grade (K-2) classrooms. It examines how teachers and administrators create a culture of democratic participation that nurtures
young children’s developing civic competence and embodiment of the rules, rights and responsibilities of democratic citizenship; and how young children enact these rules, rights and responsibilities within the classroom. The obstacles and challenges faced by schools in achieving these
goals within the current political and socioeconomic environment that frames education in the
U.S. is also explored.
Participants were students, teachers and administrators of two New York City public schools
that serve socioeconomically and ethnically diverse urban populations. Observations, audiotapes,
interviews and photographs of the daily activities of teachers and children, as well as conversations with administrators and parents within the school community, were collected over a fivemonth period in 2004-2005 in a first/second grade classroom in an alternative progressive elementary (preK-6) school and over a five-month period in 2012-13 in four primary grade (K-2)
classrooms in a traditional early childhood (preK-2) school.
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The methodology draws upon transformative theories of learning and development that posit
the developing child as an actor within a world of embedded meanings. Each school—and each
classroom—is viewed as a community of practice. The enactment of democratic principles in the
classroom was the unit of analysis: ideology and practices of democratic learning communities,
as well as how these principles and practices are embodied within the activities of teachers and
children. The analysis revealed multiple ways in which children, teachers and administrators in
these classrooms act together to create a classroom community that nurtures young children’s
developing civic competence. Classroom practices that reinforce inequities and undermine the
development of children’s civic awareness and participation were also identified.
A conceptual model of democratic practice was created that can be implemented in primary
grade public school classrooms to create a culture of citizenship. This model encompasses nine
broad themes: (1) a sense of community; (2) mutual respect among all participants; (3) freedom
of movement; (4) collaboration among participants; (5) authentic choices; (6) transparency into
the hierarchy of power and authority; (7) authentic responsibility; (8) teacher expectations that
support children’s independence and participation; and (9) a strong home/school connection.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
What is democracy? In the United States, it is most often defined as a form of political government involving the consent of the governed and equality of opportunity. There are different
forms of democratic government, such as direct democracy and representative democracy, and
different means by which the governed interact with government (“Democracy,” n.d.). However,
in all forms of democracy, citizen participation is required in order for a democratic government
to thrive. According to Hart (1992), democratic governance requires the active and meaningful
participation of all people at all levels of decision-making. In discussions of civic awareness and
engagement in youth, both Youniss (Youniss, et al., 2002) and Flanagan (Flanagan, et al., 2003)
agree that a democratic society depends upon the sustained civic participation of its citizens. The
question is, how do children learn to become active participants in a democratic society? Where
do we begin when teaching the skills of civic awareness and engagement? What lessons will
build the foundations of democratic participation and how do we introduce young children to
these complex ideas in developmentally appropriate ways?
Recent research has focused attention on civic engagement in adolescents and young adults.
Several studies have explored the various dimensions of civic engagement among youth, including community service and political involvement (Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998; Pancer, Pratt,
Hunsberger & Alisat 2007; Sherrod, Flanagan & Youniss, 2002; Walker; 2002; Yates &
Youniss, 1997). Other research has directed attention to the role of schools in developing civic
competence in adolescents and young adults (Dudley & Gitelson, 2002; Levine & Youniss,
2006; Youniss et al., 2002). Evans and Prilleltensky (2007) have analyzed the psychological
benefits of engaging youth in democratic participation, while other researchers have examined
the impact of race, ethnicity, and social class on civic engagement and participation (Flanagan et
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al., 2003; Flanagan, Cumsille, Gill & Gallay, 2007; Fridkin, Kenney & Crittenden, 2006; Rubin,
2007; Youniss, 2005). Thus, we have seen, in recent years, a broad scope of research regarding
civic engagement and democratic participation among adolescents and young adults.
However, there has not been a corresponding focus on the development of civic awareness
and engagement in young children. What does civic engagement look like in a kindergarten, first
or second grade classroom? How do we define civic awareness in a child whose understanding
of the world is at the level of the tangible and material, rather than the abstract?
Children are accorded neither the rights nor responsibilities of either adolescents or adults.
Young children are not often given the opportunity to participate meaningfully in the very decisions that directly impact their lives. How, then, do children learn what they need to know to become democratic citizens, concerned with the welfare of others and capable of making decisions
that recognize both the rights of individuals and the responsibilities of society? By what process
do children develop a sense of civic awareness that will lead them to engage in civic activities?
The Role of Public Schools
The public school classroom is, in a sense, the first opportunity for children to develop a
sense of how to participate in a diverse community organized to address the needs of many.
Thus, as Dewey (1916a) recognized many years ago, the primary school classroom should function as a form of participatory democracy, while still recognizing the cognitive and social boundaries of young children. In such a classroom, children are accorded both dignity and respect.
Their opinions are valued and they are given opportunities to participate in making real decisions
about real issues that affect their daily lives. In The Case for Democratic Schools, Beane and
Apple (1995) provide a working definition of a participatory democratic classroom environment.
Such an educational environment would encourage openness to diverse ideas and interpretations,
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as well as critical reflection of societal policies and problems. Differences in age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, and ability would be viewed as enriching the learning community.
The knowledge, attitudes, and values that minority students—those outside the traditional culture
of power—bring with them into the classroom would be given equal weight and importance.
Teachers and administrators would recognize the capacity of children—even young children—to
evaluate and problem solve (Beane & Apple, 1995).
However, within the educational system in the U.S. power is not shared equally between
teachers and students, teachers are not autonomous within their classrooms, and administrators
do not get to choose the how teachers and students are assessed. For the most part, children (and
their parents) do not choose to be in a particular school or a particular classroom. Children under
the age of sixteen years do not even choose whether or not to attend school. In addition to these
limitations on autonomy and choice, young children are viewed developmentally as cognitively
limited in understanding and ability and, therefore, not capable of taking part in important decisions regarding their welfare. Thus, school as a cultural institution presents an experience that
can be profoundly disempowering for young children. When children’s unique voices and perspectives are shut out of the educational context in which they are expected to learn, they may
see themselves as less competent, less capable, or less worthy (Nieto, 1999). Alternatively, they
may consciously reject the system that devalues them and choose not to participate in learning
activities within that system (Kohl, 1994), thus reinforcing the status quo of the hierarchical
power structure within both the school and society at large (Willis, 1977). According to Delpit
(2006) issues of power are continuously enacted within classrooms. “The rules of the culture of
power (within a classroom) are a reflection of the rules of the culture of those who have power”
(Delpit, 2006, p. 24). Democratic practices are not inherent within the structure of either the
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U.S. educational system as a whole or of individual schools or classrooms; however, implementing such practices, in a developmentally appropriate manner, would seem to be an important
means of providing children with opportunities to experience democracy in action. A democratic
classroom should create opportunities for children to experience and practice the values and
skills of citizens in a democratic society. Such a classroom should maintain a high level of inquiry and analytical thinking, which would enhance decision-making in all areas of the curriculum.
The concept of the democratic classroom is not new. In 1899, John Dewey established
the University of Chicago Laboratory School to put into practice his philosophical principles regarding the role of education in a democratic society. Throughout the early 1900’s Dewey advocated for a public school system that would provide students with the educational experiences
needed to become participating citizens in a democratic society (Dewey, 1916a). However, as
early as 1926, Dewey expressed concern with the direction of the progressive education movement, arguing that the principles of democratic education—which can only be achieved through
a focus on the balance of individual rights and community responsibilities—were misunderstood
and misapplied by many practitioners of the progressive movement (Cremin, 1959). The movement itself was split between the goals of the pedagogical progressives, who advocated childcentered and experience-based curriculum developed collaboratively by teachers and students,
and those of the administrative progressives, who championed systemic reforms to modernize
public education through the creation of centralized school districts and external testing to classify children (Labaree, 2005; Tyack, 1974).
In recurring cycles during the 1920’s, 1940’s, and 1960’s, school districts throughout the
United States experimented with progressive pedagogical reforms that ranged from moderate
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(e.g., non-graded schools and multicultural curriculum) to extreme (e.g., the complete eradication of standard academic curriculum). However, beginning in the 1980’s the ideas that govern
educational policy in the United States underwent a profound change. It can be argued that one
strongly influential factor was the publication in 1983 of the influential (and controversial) report
A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). The report, which
critics argue was based upon a flawed analysis of student achievement data (Berliner & Biddle,
1995; Goodlad, 2003), was a strong indictment of the nation’s educational system. It struck fear
into the hearts of American citizens and policymakers (Levine, Lopez & Marcelo, 2008). Among
the commission’s reported findings were broad condemnations of an educational system that had
“lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling and of the high expectations and disciplined effort
needed to attain them” (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 5). From this
point on, the role of schools became inextricably linked to the twin goals of excellence and global competitiveness.
Although A Nation at Risk did not specifically advocate any one response to the problems
it identified, the recommendations advocated “more rigorous and measureable standards” (p. 25).
The response at all levels of educational policy-making was a move toward standardization of
both curriculum and testing. National curriculum models and “high stakes” standardized tests in
reading and mathematics were developed and implemented to assure accountability for achieving
these goals. The tests were designed to motivate students, teachers and school systems by drawing attention to narrowly limited objectives and imposing penalties for failure to achieve those
objectives (Levine, et al., 2008). The concept of participatory democratic education took a back
seat to the perceived need for academic achievement that could be easily measured and standard-

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

6

ized. Darling-Hammond and Rustique-Forrester (cited in Levine, et al, 2008, p. 3) documented
the unintended consequences of this narrowed curriculum:
In settings where narrow measures are used with high stakes attached, schools and
teachers experience strong temptations to reduce the curriculum to what is tested and
the way it is tested, often undermining the quality of teaching, especially in schools
where students struggle to pass the tests.
Thus, the democratic ideals championed by Dewey and other pedagogical progressives—social
justice, equality and critical inquiry—were subsumed by the social efficiency aims of the administrative progressives (Labaree, 2005).
In 1987, E. D. Hirsch (Hirsch, Kett & Trefil, 1987) first began promoting the concept of
cultural literacy; that is, the idea that education should consist of the transmission of ‘core
knowledge’ through a content-specific curriculum. This content, according to Hirsch and other
neoconservative educational reformers, reflects a “common culture shared by all members of society” (Buras & Apple, 2008). However, in reality the content of the Core Knowledge curriculum privileges high status knowledge and existing power structures. Delpit (2006) makes the
point that, while it is essential to teach all students what they need to know to gain entry to the
“culture of power,” including the academic subjects that are privileged in the Core Knowledge
curriculum, it is equally important to teach students how to critically examine and transform the
existing power structures (Buras & Apple, 2008; Delpit, 2006).
Margolis (2007, p.14) states, “There is little time or room for Deweyan inquiry in classrooms dominated by mandated ‘teacher proof’ curricula and high stakes standardized tests.”
Since the No Child Left Behind Act was passed in 2001, increasingly rigid high-stakes tests and
standardized curriculum goals have been developed in an attempt to establish measurable goals
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of student achievement. The results of state and federal standardized exams are used to decide
school funding and even whether or not a school will remain open. But what, exactly, is being
measured? A large body of literature indicates that when narrow measures of accountability with
high stakes are implemented, administrators and teachers feel tremendous pressure to “teach to
the test,” to the detriment of the broader curriculum, as well as to higher-order analytical skills
(Darling-Hammond, 2010; Levine et al., 2008; Meier, Kohn, Darling-Hammond, Sizer & Wood,
2004). One of the unintended consequences of high stakes testing and standardized curriculum
has been a substantial shift to a narrow focus on teaching basic skills in reading and mathematics,
with the result that the time allocated to rich content areas such as science, social studies and the
arts has declined considerably (Levine et al., 2008). According to a recent CIRCLE report, the
most significant changes in time allocated for civics and social studies education have occurred
in elementary schools with large minority populations and in the primary grades (Levine et al.,
2008). Thus, young children—especially those in urban communities—are spending considerably less classroom time “learning powerful ideas that demonstrate how social systems work”
(McGuire, cited in Levine et al, 2008, p. 3) and how to engage in civic decision-making based
upon democratic values.
A curriculum that is narrowly focused on teaching skills that are measured in narrowly focused assessments ignores the larger goals of education. In many elementary schools today,
teachers spend a large percentage of the school day teaching to the requirements of standardized
tests focused almost exclusively on specific basic skills in reading and mathematics. Curriculum
is mandated and lessons are scripted and structured to limit children’s participation and questions. In such an environment, what happens to individual engagement and inquiry? When the
daily structure of the classroom reflects a standardized, predetermined, “one-size-fits-all” model,
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where is the opportunity for children to participate in authentic decision-making and collaborative learning? In the race to realize the limited and circumscribed goals of No Child Left Behind,
the prospects for achieving the broader goals of education—that is, preparing young people to
actively participate and engage in the civic and social affairs of the community at all levels—are
often overlooked in the political discourse within which the U.S. public education system currently functions.
To understand the role of public schools in helping children to become actively participating
citizens in a democratic society, we need to turn to transformative theories of human development and learning. According to such theories, human development is both an instrument of
change and the product of change; society is both transforming and transformed in the interaction. Transformative theories of development and learning provide the tools with which we can
analyze these complex, dynamic and multilayered interactions to determine what the child knows
about democratic participation. Such theories posit the developing child as an actor within a
world of embedded meanings. The child’s participation in collaborative activity results in change
for all participants; the very activity of learning transforms both the individual and society. Stetsenko (2012, p. 148) writes, “According to this view, humans come to be and come to know—
each other, themselves and the world—while transforming their world and, in the process, while
collectively creating their own life and their own nature, along with their society and history.”
Thus, transformative theories of development and learning are central to understanding why and
how children’s active participation in a democratic learning community supports and advances a
developing sense of civic awareness and engagement, as well as the obstacles to achieving such a
learning community.
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The Classroom as a Community of Practice
There is a perspective within psychology that is neither materialist nor idealist, that privileges neither a priori knowledge nor the senses, that does not separate organism and world. This is
what Ingold (2000) calls the dwelling perspective, the fundamental concept underlying various
theories of cognition including pragmatism, ecological psychology, situated cognition, and cultural/historical activity theory. In the dwelling perspective, cognition is a natural activity of a
person living in the world, selectively perceiving aspects of that world to act upon and transform.
The mind is not disembodied, but rather part of a living organism (Reed, 1997). While the environment affords opportunities for action, the actor brings to the relationship an awareness of the
affordances. Cognition is a process of encountering a world of both existing and imminent possibilities (Reed, 1996).
Within this perspective, learning is viewed as a social process in which learners actively engage in joint endeavors that involve collaboration. The individual grows through participation in
patterns of social activity. Individual initiative, independent observation, discovery and creation
grow out of participation in meaningful collaborative experiences. Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky
viewed cognition as a dynamic system of coordinated activity in the world, an ongoing process
of transformation of both the individual and the environment. Stetsenko (2008, p. 479) writes
that for all three theorists, “active engagement with the world…represents the foundation and the
core reality of development and learning, mind and knowledge…” Development is not a set of
achievements that exist outside of context. Action is always situated within a particular context.
Mind is not isolated within the individual, but is embodied in the activities of a person in the living world. The act of seeing or hearing or touching involves choices of what we see or hear or
touch. We act within the world and we create the world within which we act in a coordinated co-
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construction. The dual implication, as Stetsenko argues (2012, p. 149) is that not only do humans
come into being through this interaction, but that “the world itself is understood in its human relevance—as a dynamic uninterrupted flow of actionable human deeds stretching through time, as
a flow of practice bought into existence and enacted by people. Thus, the world does not exist
separately from human beings and cannot be described apart from them.”
Lave and Wenger (1991) used the term community of practice to describe learning as a process of engagement with more experienced practitioners in authentic and meaningful activities.
In a community of practice, the practitioners share common goals and “engage in a process of
collective learning in a shared domain of human endeavor” (Wenger, 2007). Thus, the public
school classroom can be viewed as a community of practice, a microcosm of the larger society
within which children are learning to engage as active participants. Particularly at the primary
grade level, the public school classroom is, in a sense, the first opportunity for young children to
develop a sense of how to participate as citizens in a diverse and complex democratic society.
Learning, thinking, and knowing emerge from participation in authentic activities within the
community, as learners move from what Lave and Wenger (1991) call “legitimate peripheral participation” toward full participation.
The Bioecological Model: Process-Person-Context-Time
To understand the complex role of the public school classroom as a community of practice
for young children in a democratic society, we need to take a closer look at a fundamental
principle of ecological systems theory: the concept of a person acting within the world at a
particular time and place. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, first introduced in the 1970’s,
provides a fluid and interactive view of development in real life settings, which can be applied to
understanding children’s emerging civic awareness and engagement in relation to the physical
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and sociocognitive affordances and boundaries of a classroom functioning within a particular
time and place in history (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). The process-person-context-time
(PPCT) model presents development as a dynamic system incorporating both time and space,
with a strong emphasis on the complex reciprocal interactions of a person-in-the-world. Thus,
the PPCT model can reveal patterns of interdependencies among various layers of microsystems
and macrosystems. I found the PPCT model to be a valuable tool in illuminating the complex
interactions of the immediate settings within which a primary grade classroom in an urban public
school is embedded—the school/home/community system—as well as the larger historical,
political, and social systems that shape education today.
Unit of Study
To identify the dynamic and multidimensional interactions within the classroom and explore
how these interactions influence the young child’s developing sense of community and
citizenship, I drew upon multiple theoretical strands from sociocultural and ecological
developmental perspectives. The fundamental organizational concept that I used to bring
together these multiple strands is Ingold’s (2000) dwelling perspective. This overarching concept
provided the lens through which I explored how teachers, parents and administrators act to create
a sense of community in primary grade classrooms that nurtures and sustains young children’s
developing civic competence and enactment of the rules, rights, and responsibilities of
democratic citizenship.
Transformative approaches to development and learning—those of Dewey, Piaget and
Vygotsky—fall within the realm of the dwelling perspective, as does Bronfenbrenner’s
bioecological model and Lave and Wenger’s communities of practice. The dwelling perspective
does not separate the child from the world; rather, the mind is embodied within a person living
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and acting in the real world. Both perceptual experiences and non-perceptual experiences such as
imagination and memory are aspects of the real world, a relationship between the knower and the
known. While the environment affords opportunities for action, the actor brings to the
relationship an awareness of the affordances.
Within this theoretical perspective, the child is seen as embedded within a dynamic and
multidimensional sociocultural system. Thus, behavior cannot be explained independently of this
context. The child, acting within this context, organizes experience into systems of meaning that
facilitate action. There is no knowledge independent of the meaning constructed through active
participation and experience within the social context. In addition, there is an implicit value
structure underlying the choices that we make in our relationship with the world. Development is
not a set of abstract achievements that exist outside of context. The embodied mind is fully
situated in a lived world of historical, social, and political relationships that are always changing.
Action always takes place within a context; the actor is a participant in a dynamic and
transactional system, a constantly changing environment in which change moves in both
directions between the actor and the world.
Thus, the unit of analysis that I used in this study was the enactment of democratic
principles in the classroom. What children knew and understood about democratic practice
became evident by observing and analyzing how they engaged within the classroom setting; that
is, how the basic principles of democratic practice were enacted on a daily basis within the realm
of everyday classroom activities. My interactions with the children were unstructured and
informal. I did not conduct interviews with children, although there were times when I would
initiate a conversation to elicit more information about an event that I had observed. For the most
part, I engaged children in conversation when they initiated the interaction. That happened quite
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frequently throughout the day, and when we talked the children often shared stories and ideas
that helped me to better understand how they created meaning from their experiences at home
and in the classroom. I analyzed and interpreted the observational data using the framework of
democratic practice that I had developed prior to entering the classrooms. This framework
provided the lens through which I viewed the children’s observed actions. In addition, what
teachers and administrators perceived as developmentally appropriate democratic participation in
a primary grade classroom became evident not only by talking with them, but by observing and
analyzing how they engaged children, how they set boundaries and how they formulated and
enforced rules; that is, by correlating ideology with classroom practice.
Research Questions
Over the past twenty years the civic mission of public elementary schools in the U.S. has
been subjugated to the limited goals of increasingly rigid high-stakes tests and standardized curriculum. The broader goals of education in a democratic society—to prepare young people to
actively participate and engage in the civic and social affairs of the community at all levels—are
left to history, government and civics classes in the middle schools and high schools. But in doing so, our educational system ignores the importance of developmental context. Civic education
cannot begin in high school. If we truly care about increasing the civic awareness and engagement of young adults, we need to discover the roots of developing civic competencies in early
childhood classrooms. This was the essential question that I explored in this study: What are the
elements in a primary grade classroom that create a participatory democratic learning community
that will support and advance a young child’s developing sense of civic awareness and engagement, and what are the barriers to achieving such an environment?
Within the context of that guiding research question, I examined several sub-questions:
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1. How does a culture of citizenship—a collaborative and participatory democratic learning
community—take shape within an early childhood classroom?
2. What are the affordances and boundaries to achieving the goals of active democratic
participation in a New York City public school classroom embedded within the current
sociopolitical and economic systems?
3. How do administrators and teachers act to create a sense of community within the school
and within each classroom? Whose voices are encouraged? Whose voices are silenced?
4. What tools are children given to develop the ability to express their point of view and to
engage with the community? What cultural scaffolding is provided to help children become active participants of the community?
5. How do teachers, students, and parents define their roles within the school community?
6. How does the school function within the broader community?
I first set out in 2004 to explore these concepts in a five-month pilot study in a progressive
public elementary school in lower Manhattan. At the time, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)
had been in place for three years and the shift toward higher-stakes accountability measures was
already having an impact. Eight years later I returned to these questions, spending an additional
five months in a traditional public early childhood school in northwestern Queens. By 2012, despite strong criticism of NCLB within the educational community, the move toward high-stakes
testing and standardized curriculum was filtering down to even the primary grades.
I spent a total of ten months over the course of two school years in primary grade (K-2)
classrooms in two New York City public schools embedded within two socioeconomically and
ethnically diverse neighborhoods. These were not laboratory schools operating within the rarefied atmosphere of academic, nor were these private or charter schools that can pick and choose
their student population. These were authentic urban schools, whose students were drawn from
vibrant and diverse urban communities, and whose goal was to be a part of the fabric of these
communities.
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During my time in these two schools, I engaged in detailed observation of the daily activities
of teachers and children and conducted informal interviews with teachers, administrators and
parents involved with the school community. I examined the relationship of educational philosophy, as articulated in the mission statement of each school, to the creation of a democratic culture
within the classroom and, hence, to the early development of civic competence in children.
Both Piaget and Vygotsky viewed the process of development as one of construction, both
transformational and adaptive to the individual’s social and cultural environment (Rogoff, 1990).
Within this framework, the developing child is seen as an active agent within the world, organizing experience into systems of meaning. Learning takes place through coherent activity in a
world of social, political, historical, and economic realities. Thus, working with kindergarten,
first and second grade classes gave me the opportunity to observe how children are initially introduced to the school community and how they gradually come to understand and embody the
concepts of democratic practice at the most concrete level.
The information gathered through these observations and interviews was analyzed using a
broad array of questions regarding the ideology and practices of democratic learning communities, as well as how these principles and practices are embodied within the activities of children.
Through this process, a conceptual model of democratic practice in a primary classroom gradually emerged from the data.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Democracy and the Progressive Education Movement
For the creation of a democratic society, we need an educational system where the process of moral-intellectual development is in practice as well as in theory a cooperative
transaction of inquiry engaged in by free, independent human beings who treat ideas
and the heritage of the past as means and methods for the further enrichments of life,
quantitatively and qualitatively, who use the good attained for the discovery and establishment of something better. (Dewey, 1952, p. xi)
To understand the history of progressive education in the U.S., and John Dewey’s role as
both an advocate of educational reform and an oft-times critic of the various reform movements
that were collectively called progressive education, we need to look at the context within which
Dewey and other educational reformers were working; that is, we need to understand the state of
public education in the U.S. in the latter half of the nineteenth century.
Industrialization, Social Change and Education in the U.S., 1850-1880
During a time of rapid social change, including increased industrialization, urbanization, and
immigration, the ultimate goal of the American educational bureaucracy was to achieve a measure of uniformity and unity in public education. Large centralized schools serving hundreds of
children classified and divided by grade (1-8) replaced the one-room schoolhouse where children
of all ages learned together under the guidance of a single teacher. Children were graded and
promoted on the basis of examinations. To make the system work, those in charge needed to design a uniform curriculum and standardized examinations so that all learning was structured and
homogeneous. As Tyack (1974, p. 50) explains, in designing the public school curriculum, great
importance was placed, not upon skills of leadership or critical analysis, but rather upon those
social skills that would serve to create useful workers in an industrial society, that is “(1) punctu-
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ality, (2) regularity, (3) attention, and (4) silence, as habits necessary through life for successful
combination with one’s fellow men in an industrial and commercial civilization.”
The general purpose of the factory model of urban public schools during the final decades of
the nineteenth century was to prepare students from the middle- and lower-socioeconomic classes (often the children of new immigrants) for a future working in the factories of America; “to
transform children into modern workers” (Tyack, 1974, p. 73) in an industrial age. Success was
measured by obedience to authority, punctuality, proper posture and military precision, rather
than by inquiry, creativity, and concern for social justice and equity. Students learned, literally,
to toe the line, that is, “to stand…perfectly motionless, their bodies erect, their knees and feet
together, the tips of their shoes touching the edge of a board in the floor” (Tyack, 1974, p. 55)
while reciting memorized texts. Teachers treated academic failures as evidence of moral laxity,
and it was not unusual for children to be publicly humiliated or physically punished for mistakes
in learning. Children were taught to respond to extrinsic motivators for achievement, such as
grades, promotions, and punishments, and were socialized to accept without question the hierarchy of authority.
The educational hierarchy was organized to maximize control by the few and subordination
of the many: superintendents controlled principals, principals controlled teachers, and teachers
controlled students. “When schoolmen discussed teachers…in official reports, they customarily
did so from a supervisor’s perspective: How can inefficient teachers be improved or dismissed?
How should teachers be selected? How much responsibility should teachers be given? Almost
always the passive voice” (Tyack, 1974, p. 61). Thus, public education at the end of the nineteenth century was nothing more or less than a means of social control during a time of turbulent
social change.
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The History of Progressive Reform Movements in Education
It was within this historical context that the impetus to reform the public education system in
the U.S. took shape. However, it is important to understand that there was, in fact, no monolithic
“progressive education” reform movement, but rather various strands of reform movements with
some common characteristics and many competing and contradictory ideas, aims, and programs.
“The confusion in public discussion of educational problems does not arise from using the term
‘progressive education’ instead of ‘new education’ or vice versa. It arises from using these designations as if they were proper names, denoting a singular entity” (Dewey, 1952, p. vi). Tyack
(1974) and Labaree (2005) describe two distinct educational reform movements that emerged at
the end of the nineteenth century: the administrative progressive movement and the pedagogical
progressive movement. The history of American public education through the twentieth century
and into the twenty-first century is predicated on the struggle for control between these two
competing factions. As Labaree explains, the “administrative progressives won this struggle, and
they reconstructed the organization and curriculum of American schools in a form that has lasted
to the present day” (Labaree, 2005, p. 276), a form that can be discerned even in the most recent
trends toward nationalized standards, centralized control (e.g., the creation of the U.S. Department of Education), high-stakes testing and a redefinition of “public” education to include publicly-funded, privately-administered charter schools.
The Administrative Progressive Movement
Confronted with the social turbulence that accompanied the rapid industrialization, urbanization, and immigration of the late nineteenth century, which led to increased poverty and social
class conflict, the administrative progressives put forth their vision of social efficiency. The
modernized public school system advocated by the administrative progressives would (1) reor-
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ganize the governance of the public school system to centralize power, consolidating small
school districts into larger units controlled by elite nonpolitical school boards, (2) differentiate
the rigid curriculum to better accommodate students of varying ability and socioeconomic levels,
thus introducing vocational curriculum into the schools, and (3) utilize “scientific” methods, such
as IQ tests, to classify students and channel them into the “appropriate” curricular tracks, which
would include specialized programs, not only for vocational training, but also for “retarded, deaf,
blind, delinquent, gifted, anemic, and other groups of children” (Tyack, 1974, p. 185).
For the administrative progressive movement, “the years from 1890 to 1940 represented
largely a success story” (Tyack, 1974, p. 180). The socially conservative, politically elitist vision
of the administrative progressives essentially aligned the public schools with business management practices that supported “the existing social order and…(prepared) students for predetermined positions within that order” (Labaree, 2005, p. 284). Educators used “scientific testing” to
classify children and decided which differences were significant in channeling children into various tracks, creating a largely self-fulfilling prophecy on the basis of culturally-biased measures
that supported the interests of politically powerful anti-immigrant groups (Tyack, 1974). Elwood
Cubberley, Stanford University professor of education, wrote in 1909 that urban public schools
should “give up the exceedingly democratic idea that all are equal” (cited in Tyack, 1974, p. 188)
and instead embrace and support the existing social order. As the administrative progressives
saw it, the proper role of the public school was to “prepare some students directly for subordinate
roles in the economy while it screened out those fit for further training in higher education”
(Tyack, 1974, p. 188).
This, quite simply, is what the administrative progressives meant when they spoke about
adapting the curriculum to the needs of the individual child: rigorous academic training for the
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best and brightest as determined by “scientific” testing measures and vocational training for the
less able. Of course, IQ test results were often correlated with socioeconomic factors, as documented by Tyack (1974, p. 195) in a 1915 description of two Cincinnati school districts, one a
“wealthy suburban district,” that focused on academic curriculum and the other “located in the
heart of the factory district,” in which the principal had collaborated with factory owners to implement a vocational training curriculum. The administrative progressives were successful, in
large part, because their educational reforms appealed to those in power, both political and economic leaders. As Labaree (2005, p. 285) explains, the vision of the administrative progressive
movement “promised to eliminate waste, to organize and manage schools more efficiently, to
tailor instruction to the needs of employers, to Americanize the children of immigrants, and to
provide students with the skills and attitudes they would need to perform and to accept their future roles in society” (italics added).
John Dewey and the Pedagogical Progressive Movement
Dewey is closely identified with the goals and methods of the pedagogical progressives,
though he published a number of critiques throughout his lifetime of the way in which many
practitioners of progressive educational reform implemented the philosophical ideals that he had
laid out in two critical works, Schools of To-morrow, published in 1915, and Democracy and
Education, published the following year. While the vision of the administrative progressives was
to achieve “social efficiency” through obedience to authority and acceptance of the existing class
structure, the pedagogical progressives aspired toward social equity and justice, which could be
achieved by reforming the traditional academic curriculum and teaching methods of the public
schools to embrace creativity, inquiry, collaboration, and a more naturalistic approach to teaching and learning (Labaree, 2005). While the administrative progressives focused on reforming
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the organization and structure of the educational bureaucracy, the pedagogical progressives were
more interested in implementing changes in how students and teachers engaged in learning in the
classroom, through integrated curriculum and experiential instruction.
The pedagogical reformers generally tried to work within the existing hierarchical structure,
and thus, presented little threat to the established powers of the educational bureaucracy and the
growing authority of the administrative progressives (Tyack, 1974). This was a mistake. As early
as 1902, Dewey warned that a narrow focus on pedagogical reforms within the classroom would
not succeed so long as the institution itself remained unchanged. School organization and administration, inherent in such matters as how students are classified and what subjects are privileged
within the curriculum, as well as the training of teachers, inevitably shape educational purposes
and ideals. “It is precisely such things as these that really control the whole system, even on its
distinctively educational side” (Dewey, 1902b, p. 22). Thus, what Dewey advocated was an organic restructuring of the educational system at all levels: institutional bureaucracy, teacher
training programs, school organization and management, curriculum, and classroom pedagogy.
However, as Tyack (1974, p. 198) explains, to fully realize Dewey’s vision of democratic education would require “fundamental change in the hierarchical structure of schools—and that was
hardly the wish of those administrative progressives and their allies who controlled urban education.”
Dewey viewed education as a transformative activity; thus, progressive education “requires
a searching study of society and its moving forces” (cited in Cremin, 1959, p. 167). He believed
that through a progressive pedagogy—activity-based learning, intellectual collaboration between
teacher and pupils, and curriculum that builds upon the lived experience of the students, prioritizing initiative, originality, and resourcefulness—public schools should educate children to be-
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come informed and active citizens capable of bringing about positive social change. Dewey argued that, “The time ought to come when no one will be judged to be an educated man or woman
who does not have insight into the basic forces of industrial and urban civilization. Only schools
which take the lead in bringing about this kind of education can claim to be progressive in any
socially significant sense” (cited in Cremin, 1959, p. 167).
The balance of individual freedom and social responsibility was an essential aspect of Dewey’s progressive educational philosophy, and was evident in the diverse efforts of many early
practitioners of the movement, as documented in Schools of To-Morrow. However, in the years
following World War I, the pedagogical progressive movement underwent a profound change
that was influenced by the social and political dynamics of the post-war decade. What had once
been a movement of social transformation became a more avant-garde movement focused on
individual freedom and creativity. Radical pedagogical progressives believed that schools should
allow each child the freedom to express and develop his or her unique creative potentials, without imposing boundaries (such as teaching subject matter). Thus, progressive education was reduced to the concept of freedom, which was only one aspect of its total meaning (Cremin, 1959).
A good example of the avant-garde pedagogical vision is A. S. Neill’s Summerhill School, a
private coeducational boarding school founded in 1921 in England.
Dewey argued that freedom is not a given and it does not emerge spontaneously; it is only
achieved through collaboration of the child with more experienced and knowledgeable mentors
(Cremin, 1959), a perspective that is eerily similar to Vygotsky’s views on the social nature of
cognition. The point of progressive reform, Dewey pointed out, was not to eliminate the teaching of subject matter, but rather to create a more organic, integrated, and naturalistic curriculum
in which subjects would be taught within their natural context and related to the child’s lived ex-

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

23

perience (Dewey, 1902a). The narrow focus of pedagogical progressives on individuality and
creativity, on self-expression and personal development, did not meet either the social or the aesthetic needs of a democratic society.
With the stock market collapse of 1929, which plunged the U.S. into an economic depression that would last more than a decade, and brought with it a return to more conservative social
and political values, the avant garde pedagogical progressive movement lost more ground to the
utilitarian vision of the administrative progressives, although certain of its bohemian ideals
would be briefly recreated in the open classroom movement of the 1960s.
Dewey’s democratic vision of collaborative, experiential, and socially conscious education
lived on in the rhetoric of university schools of education, as well as within a few alternative
schools dedicated to democratic social change that continued to survive within the public education system (Labaree, 2005). In fact, a study conducted by the Progressive Education Association
from 1933-1941 found that students from “progressive” high schools academically surpassed
students from traditional high schools by the time they reached the college level.
However, without a comprehensive restructuring of the educational bureaucratic hierarchy,
the public school system as a whole was not equipped to grant teachers and students the autonomy necessary to support Dewey’s vision of participatory democratic education. In essays from
the 1940’s sociologist C. Wright Mills (1967) pinpoints what may have been the greatest weakness of Dewey’s theoretical perspective: an inadequate understanding of the intractable problems
emanating from the inequities of power, wealth, and status inherent in the class structure and “an
unwillingness to confront squarely the problem of corporate power in capitalist societies” (cf.
Simich & Tillman, 1978, p.413).
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While Dewey succeeded in creating small laboratory schools founded on participatory democratic ideals, first at the University of Chicago and then at Columbia University, the administrative progressives had successfully transformed the public school system to support the ideals of
“social efficiency.” As Labaree (2005) states
Social efficiency education, when examined closely from the perspective of American
traditions of democratic equality and individual opportunity, was not an attractive sight.
As a social process, it sorted students into ability groups based in part on social origins,
provided them with access only to the knowledge deemed within their ability, and then
sent them off to particular positions in the pyramid of jobs based on their academic attainments. As an educational process, it was mechanistic, alienating, and dull, with
dumbed-down curriculum and a disengaging pedagogy. This was a coldly utilitarian and
socially reproductive vision of schooling, and the offer it made to students (was to)
learn a skill and take your place in the workforce. (p. 287)
This is the vision that drives the current movement in education toward privatization of the public schools through mechanisms—such as voucher systems and charter schools—that elevate the
concerns of the market over democratic equality and social justice (Lubienski, 2001).
Recent attacks on both John Dewey’s supposed influence on the educational system in the
U.S. and on the progressive education movement as a whole, including those of Hirsch (Hirsch,
Kett & Trefil, 1987) and Ravitch (2000), fail to acknowledge the diverse and contradictory
threads of progressive reform movements, the influence of broader political and economic trends
on the public education system, and the cyclic nature of public education movements that reflect
these trends. As Hyslop-Margison and Richardson (2005, p. 54) state, to blame progressive pedagogical practices—such as individualized portfolio-based assessments that measure each child’s
progress and collaborative learning environments in classrooms—for the failures of the public
education system, as well as the socioeconomic inequalities and stratification of American society, is “at best historically misleading and, at worst, intellectually disingenuous.” What these critics neglect to address is Dewey’s most important contribution to education: an understanding
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that there is a connection between democratic classroom practices and participatory citizenship
(Hyslop-Margison & Richardson, 2005). When fellow intellectuals, such as Walter Lippmann,
challenged the very feasibility of democracy as a form of government, claiming that the public
was not competent to govern, Dewey’s response was that, in order to create competent citizens
capable of participating in democratic government, public schools had to provide a means of improving children’s methods of inquiry and provide opportunities to exercise their faculties of
critical analysis and social intelligence (Eldridge, 2005). It remains a question as to whether it is
possible to do so in an era of mandated curriculum and high-stakes standardized assessment.
Education in the U.S. Today
Educational policy in the United States underwent profound changes in the 1980’s that still
influence reform efforts today. In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education,
assembled by Secretary of Education T. H. Bell to assess the quality of teaching and learning in
America’s schools, released a controversial and provocative report entitled A Nation at Risk: The
Imperative for Educational Reform. The report opened with an introduction certain to raise alarm
and feed the growing national concern about the state of American schools:
Our Nation is at risk…the educational foundations of our society are presently being
eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a
people. What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur—others are
matching and surpassing our educational attainments. If an unfriendly foreign power
had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists
today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this
to happen to ourselves…We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament…Our society and its educational institutions seem to
have lost sight of the basic purposes of schooling and of the high expectations and disciplined effort needed to attain them” (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983, p. 5)
Among the commission’s reported findings were broad condemnations of the existing educational system, including incoherent “cafeteria style” curriculum, minimal expectations for academic
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achievement, and inadequate teacher preparation. It can be argued that publication of the report
led to profound and lasting changes in the ideas that govern educational policy in the United
States, as the role of schools became inextricably linked to the twin goals of excellence and
global competitiveness. Although A Nation at Risk did not specifically advocate any one
response to the problems it identified, the report recommendations advocated the implementation
of “strong curriculum” focusing on “a shared education” and “more rigorous and measureable
(emphasis added) standards” for academic achievement (p. 25). The national response of those
responsible for creating educational policy was a move toward standardization of both curriculum and testing. Reform efforts, beginning in the 1980’s and continuing through the present,
have been increasingly focused on developing and implementing national curriculum models and
standardized assessments to assure accountability for achieving these goals. The civic mission of
public schools—to engage children in critical inquiry regarding issues of social justice and
equality, encourage the development of civic awareness, and provide opportunities for children
to participate in the public sphere—took a back seat to the perceived need for academic
achievement that could be easily measured and standardized.
In 1987, E. D. Hirsch, Jr. (Hirsch, Kett, & Trefil, 1987) first introduced the concept of
cultural literacy; that is, the idea that the goal of public education is to transmit ‘core knowledge’
supposedly shared by all members of a society, through a content-specific curriculum. This content, according to Hirsch and other neoconservative educational reformers, reflects a common
culture; that is, a body of knowledge and skills in language arts, history, science, mathematics,
geography and the fine arts “shared by all members of society” (Buras & Apple, 2008). However, in reality the content of the Core Knowledge curriculum privileges high status knowledge and
existing power structures. As Timothy Stanley writes, “…not everyone enters democratic spaces
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under the same conditions” (cited in Kahne & Westheimer, 2003, p. 38). The Core Knowledge
curriculum emphasizes the historical, artistic and intellectual accomplishments of Western European culture, while “effectively excluding the experiences, perspectives and contributions”
(Kahne & Westheimer, 2003, p. 38) of people of non-European non-white descent. While it is
essential to teach all students what they need to know to gain entry to the culture of power, including the academic subjects that are privileged in the Core Knowledge curriculum, it is equally
important to teach students how to critically examine and transform the existing power structures
(Buras & Apple, 2008; Delpit, 2006).
Margolis (2007) states that there is no place for critical inquiry “in classrooms dominated
by mandated ‘teacher proof’ curricula and high stakes standardized tests” (p.14). In 2001, the No
Child Left Behind Act shepherded in the most rigid high-stakes testing to date in an attempt to
establish measurable goals. But what, exactly, is being measured? Studies have shown that when
narrow measures of accountability with high stakes are implemented—such as state and federal
standardized exams whose results are used to determine school funding and even whether or not
a school will remain open—administrators and teachers feel tremendous pressure to teach only
what is being tested, to the detriment of the broader curriculum (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Levine et al., 2008; Meier et al., 2004). One of the unintended consequences of No Child Left Behind
has been a substantial shift in curriculum to a narrow focus on teaching skills in reading and
mathematics, with the result that the time allocated to rich content areas such as science and social studies has declined considerably (Levine et al., 2008). According to a recent CIRCLE report, the most significant changes in time allocated for civics and social studies education have
occurred in elementary schools with large minority populations and in the primary grades (Levine et al., 2008).
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A curriculum that is narrowly focused on teaching skills that are measured in narrowly
focused assessments ignores the larger goals of education. In many elementary schools today,
teachers spend a large percentage of the school day teaching to the requirements of standardized
tests focused almost exclusively on specific skills in reading and mathematics. Curriculum is
mandated and lessons are scripted and structured to limit children’s participation and questions.
In such an environment, what happens to individual engagement and inquiry? When the daily
structure of the classroom reflects a standardized, predetermined, “one-size-fits-all” model,
where is the opportunity for children to participate in authentic decision-making and collaborative learning? In the race to realize the limited and circumscribed goals of No Child Left Behind,
the prospects for achieving the broader goals of education; that is, preparing young people to actively participate and engage in the civic and social affairs of the community at all levels, are often overlooked in the political discourse within which the U.S. public education system functions.
Democratic Practice and Citizenship
Defining Citizenship
Hart (1992) has written that a society may be considered democratic “to the extent that its
citizens are involved, particularly at the community level” (p.4). To achieve the goals of a democratic society—political freedom, active participation in governance, protection of the human
rights of all citizens, and a system of rule by law—requires that those citizens understand how to
balance liberty and justice, that is, the rights of individuals and the needs of the larger community. Citizens must have a sense of shared responsibility—of connectedness—with the community
of which they are members. Citizenship is not simply “good” behavior (e.g., obedience to authority). While a system of rule by law requires that citizens generally obey the agreed-upon laws of
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society, there are times when a more active participation is needed. Citizens must be able to
make informed judgments, to object to policies that are unjust, and to take action to change those
policies when necessary (Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998).
Political ideologies and civic engagement do not emerge spontaneously in adulthood. The
foundations of citizenship—the values upon which political ideals and civic engagement are
based—can be traced to the social relationships and activities of children. Civic competence
should be viewed as developmental; there is a continual progression in reasoning and understanding about such concepts as fairness, rights and responsibilities. While much has been written about the distinct correlates of citizenship that can be observed in adolescents (Flanagan &
Sherrod, 1998; Sherrod et al., 2002), recent studies have shown that even young children demonstrate an understanding of civil liberties and autonomy and show a preference for democratic
methods, such as shared decision-making (Helwig, 1998; Helwig & Turiel, 2002). Helwig and
Jasiobedzka (2001) found that six-year-old children applied concepts of political fairness—harm,
rights, and justice—in evaluating socially beneficial and unjust laws. In a study evaluating the
“Rights, Respect, and Responsibility” citizen education initiative implemented in a number of
schools in Canada, Covell, Howe, and McNeil (2008) established that children in primary grades
understand concepts of rights and responsibilities in relation to their daily lives, and were able to
apply these concepts in meaningful ways in their everyday behaviors and interactions.
If we are to explore the developmental foundations of citizenship in childhood, we need to
broaden our definition to embrace the idea of civic engagement not only at the level of the nation
state (e.g., voting) but within all forms of community. Other than the family, school is perhaps
the foremost agent of socialization for most children in the United States. Thus, each school—
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and each classroom—should be viewed as a community within which children can learn the
basic values of citizenship and begin to develop civic competence.
If citizenship is a social ideal, young people are citizens in the making, and they should
be treated as such. That is to say they should be given the opportunity to develop gradually into committed, autonomous, discerning, and responsible members of the community. For that very reason they need the social space to learn to formulate their specific
needs, ideas, and problems themselves, which is to say that they need an environment
that provides the support as well as the conditions (De Winter, 1997, p. 32)
Participation and Civic Engagement
Much has been written about the fundamental importance of participation as a measure of
citizenship (Beane & Apple, 1995; De Winter, 1997; Dewey, 1916a; Dewey, 1919; Dudley &
Gitelson, 2002; Evan & Prilleltensky, 2007; Flanagan et al., 2003; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998;
Gutmann, 1987; Hart, 1992; Howe & Covell, 2007; Kahne & Westheimer, 2003; Levine &
Youniss, 2006; Sherrod et al., 2002; Youniss et al., 2002). Hart (1992) describes participation as
“the fundamental right of citizenship” (p. 5) and goes on to define it as a process of shared responsibility and decision-making regarding matters that “affect one’s life and the life of the
community” (p. 5). Participation in civic life requires active engagement in the dialogue that
leads to policies that affect daily life. Freire (Shor & Freire, 1987) defines dialogue as “a moment
where humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it” (p. 13) and then writes
that through dialogue humans can “transform reality” (p. 13). When children are given opportunities to participate in this dialogue in meaningful ways they can develop the skills and motivation required to become competent adult citizens. They can also transform their present lives.
Authentic participation means that children are allowed a significant voice in the decisionmaking processes that influence their lives. Competent citizenship in a democratic society requires civic engagement; that is, a concern for the welfare of the community and an understanding that individual rights must be balanced with the responsibility for others within the communi-
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ties of which one is a member. According to Hart (1992) children learn this balance of rights and
responsibilities when engaged in authentic collaboration with those more experienced than themselves. This is a key point. According to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, children’s rights include the right to be children. It is important to remember that, while children
should be viewed as competent decision-makers, from a purely developmental perspective their
experience and cognitive understanding are still limited. Children’s meaningful participation in
the dialogue does not mean independence from adults. We need to recognize children’s rights as
members of the community, but we also need to provide appropriate guidance and opportunities
for participation. For example, within the classroom the concept of emergent curriculum is based
upon the idea that children can—and should—be active participants in the curriculum; that is, the
curriculum should emerge from the abilities and interests of the children, rather than from purely
external sources. Collaborative and peer-to-peer learning are also developmentally appropriate
opportunities for children to actively shape their own learning and develop a sense of community
within the classroom. Children can also be included in school-based decision-making teams at
levels that are appropriate to their cognitive abilities, engaging with more experienced peers and
adults in meaningful decision-making. However, when including younger children in site-based
meetings, it is important to make certain that their participation is real, not an example of tokenism (Hart, 1992).
Delpit (2006) reminds us that schools, as an institution, are not inherently democratic. In
“The Silenced Dialogue: Power and Pedagogy in Educating Other People’s Children,” Delpit
(2006) describes a “culture of power” (p. 26) that exists in society, based upon the rules of the
dominant culture within society, and explains that these issues of power and authority are enacted in the classroom and in the administration of curriculum:
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…the power of the teacher over the students; the power of the publishers of textbooks
and of the developers of the curriculum to determine the view of the world presented;
the power of the state in enforcing compulsory schooling; and the power of an individual or group to determine another’s intelligence or ‘normalcy.’ (p. 24).
Thus, one role of the teacher in a democratic classroom model is to recognize and make explicit the realities of power and authority in the classroom (and in society) and to help children
move toward steadily increasing involvement in the dialogue (Delpit, 2006; Shor & Freire,
1987). Hart (1992) describes an eight-rung “Ladder of Participation,” in which models of genuine participation provide different levels of involvement and responsibility, from keeping children clearly informed about goals and decision-making processes (fourth rung) to shared decision-making in adult-initiated projects (sixth rung) to the highest form of participation, childinitiated-and-directed projects. Depending upon the age and abilities of the students, teachers and
administrators could engage children at various levels of authentic participation. Chawla and
Heft (2003, p. 205) state “…when goals involve change within highly politicized domains...children’s participation requires partnerships with adults and an extensive network of
adult support.”
Concern for the welfare of others within the community is recognized throughout the literature as a vital component of citizenship. Dewey (1916a, 1916b, 1927, 1937, 1990) asserted that
democracy is allied with humanism, and that only through social awareness and a sense of shared
community could we achieve the goals of democracy. Freire’s (1970, 1998) discourse on education and social justice emphasizes the role of education in addressing the root causes of social
inequality and oppression, the hierarchical relationship in which privileged groups reap advantage from the disempowerment of other groups. The importance of a sense of shared goals
and community is also central to the current discussions of children’s rights (Hart, 1992) and the
renewed interest in civic awareness and engagement among youth (Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998;
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Levine & Youniss, 2006; Pancer, et al, 2007; Sherrod, et al., 2002; Walker, 2002; Youniss et al.,
2002). School provides the opportunity for children to participate in a diverse learning community in which the participants vary with regard to age, gender, ethnicity, race, socioeconomic status, and ability. In a democratic classroom model these differences are viewed as enriching the
community, granting children multiple occasions to practice social responsibility and to learn to
value and respect different perspectives. Dewey (1916b) proposed that, in a democratic society
such as that of the U.S., “composed of a multitude of peoples speaking different tongues, inheriting diverse traditions, cherishing varying ideals of life,” (p. 266) schools have an obligation to
celebrate this diversity and to “teach each (person) to respect every other” (p. 267). Youniss and
colleagues (2002) have found that the opportunity to engage with other peers and adults of diverse backgrounds and abilities, and to practice collaborative problem solving, are critical to the
development of civic competence.
When children are taught about rights and responsibilities in classrooms that genuinely respect
those rights and responsibilities—providing opportunities for authentic participation in meaningful decision-making about the daily life of the classroom, as well as activities that take students
outside the boundaries of the classroom and into the life of the surrounding community—they
are more likely to demonstrate the values and skills of citizenship (Howe & Covell, 2007).
“When teachers model and teach about rights in egalitarian ways, along with the information
they are transmitting attitudes and values about the importance of respecting others’ rights”
(Covell & Howe, 2001, p. 38). For example, in a participatory democratic classroom, children
would be fully engaged in the discussion to decide upon the classroom rules that outline their
rights and responsibilities with regard to learning and behavior. These rules would be open to
evaluation and modification as needed, again with the full participation of the children. Children
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would have authentic input into decisions about class trips and class projects, as well as decisions
that impact the school as a whole. Covell and Howe (2001) discuss examples of child-designed
activities ranging from the establishment of a breakfast program to community work with a local
food bank. Authentic participation empowers children to see themselves as competent actors
who can shape their environment and make choices that affect themselves and others.
Democratic Practice in the Classroom
Public education is inextricably linked to the social, economic, and cultural practices of society. As Ayers (2004, p. 8) eloquently states:
Schools do not exist outside of history or culture… They are, rather, at the heart of
each—schools serve societies, societies shape schools. School is both mirror and window—it shows us what we value and what we ignore…who we are and who we want to
become.
Schools are an essential link between generations, a vital force in preparing young people to take
their place within society. As such, schools have the potential to either liberate or constrain, to
act as a positive force for social justice or to enforce the social inequalities of the status quo.
Nearly a century ago, as nation-states waged a devastating war throughout Europe, Dewey
(1916, p. 97) posed the question “Is it possible for an educational system to be conducted by a
national state and yet the full social ends of the educative process not be restricted, constrained,
and corrupted?”
As a socializing force in a democratic society, public schools should embrace a political ideology that supports the development of informed citizens capable of full participation in the civic
life of the community. This vision of democracy goes beyond the emphasis of many schoolbased programs that concentrate solely on community service and character education: it focuses
on respectful discourse, dissent and debate, wherein divergent perspectives are welcomed; it values social action and ongoing analysis of existing laws and institutions; it encourages active en-
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gagement with the community to bring about changes that more fully support the goals of democracy (Beane & Apple, 1995; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).
Freire (1970) maintained that the activity of education is inherently political. Schools are a
place of social action where individual and society are co-constructed, where students can either
be empowered to strive for social justice or conditioned to accept the existing inequalities of society. Bourdieu (1974), in a strong critique of the public education system in France, argued that
schools can be a powerful conservative force, effectively perpetuating existing social patterns of
privilege and exclusion, a view that has been supported in various permutations by more recent
educational theorists in the United States (Delpit, 2006; Kozol, 1991, 2005; Nieto, 1999). In an
essay originally published in Harvard Educational Review, Delpit (2006) addresses the failure of
the educational system with regard to children of color and other minority children who enter
school without the “codes of power” (p. 24) of the dominant culture. She writes “…to act as if
power does not exist is to ensure that the power status quo remains the same” (p. 39). According
to a recent CIRCLE report (Levine et al., 2008) the most serious consequences of the No Child
Left Behind act—the inflexible and unyielding emphasis on narrowing the achievement gap between white children and children of color through high-stakes testing and punitive enforcement
measures—has resulted in the most significant narrowing of curriculum in elementary schools
with large minority populations. Kozol (2005) presents a disturbing account of how the most rigid and narrow reform policies—scripted curriculum and programmatic instruction—seem to be
aimed “primarily at poor children of color” (p. 6) in urban schools.
In Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs, a study of working
class youth in Birmingham, England, Willis (1977) found that, as Bourdieu had posited, the
schools, themselves, often play a role in the social division of labor. The working class students
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in Willis’ study acted in opposition to the authority of the school curriculum—a curriculum representative of middle-class social values, which they rejected—and, thus, ensured the reproduction of the status quo (Willis, 1977).
However, schools can also be a force for positive transformation. In Changing Classes:
School Reform and the New Economy, Packer (2001) documents another study of schools in a
working class community, this time in the “rust belt” of Detroit, Michigan in the 1990’s, during a
significant reorganization of the American automobile industry and an equally significant national movement to reform the public schools. What Packer found in these schools was an approach to teaching and learning that sought, with some success, to bridge the class divide and,
thus, make school relevant to working class children and their parents. The focus of teachers and
administrators in this community was to help students navigate the dramatic social upheavals
that their community was facing due to changes in the automobile industry—computerization of
the assembly line, downsizing and outsourcing, mergers and globalization—to, in effect, make
their schools a positive force for social change (Packer, 2001).
In the early 1900’s, Dewey (1916a) proposed that the public schools in the United States had
a responsibility to nurture the development of participatory citizens capable of engaging in the
civic and social affairs of the community at all levels: local, state, and national. As such, he envisioned a school environment and curriculum where students would actively engage with teachers
and with one another, where they would be encouraged to inquire, imagine, reflect, communicate, and find meaning. The classroom would be a place where students could experience learning, sharing ideas and constructing knowledge by coherently active participation in a world of
social, political, historical, and economic realities. A truly democratic classroom would create
opportunities for students to connect with the world outside those classroom doors through
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community partnerships to effect social change and activities that encourage both the open flow
of ideas and the use of critical analysis to evaluate existing social policy. Wood (1990) describes
projects at various elementary schools that take students outside the classroom and into the surrounding neighborhood. These include science, art, and social studies lessons that involve exploration and investigation of the community within which the school is embedded. Thus, in a democratic classroom, children would have meaningful opportunities to participate in democratic
practice as members of the larger community.
Freire (1970, 1990, 1998) also argued that a critical pedagogy of hope and freedom must be
reflected in democratic classroom practices. Students must be encouraged to question, rather than
to passively accept what they are told. Transformative education requires that teachers, as well as
their students, learn to respect diverse perspectives, to share decision-making, to negotiate curriculum, to engage in true dialogue. Students must be given the opportunity to make connections
from curriculum to their own lived experience, to create their own meanings, to test ideas, and to
reflect on what they are learning. However, the goal of a democratic classroom curriculum is not
simply to imbue students with an individual sense of empowerment; to be truly transformative
the democratic classroom must also engage students in the critical examination of social, political, and historical systems. Participation is not enough; there must also be a focus within the
classroom on social justice—on examining the root causes of injustice within society.
Westheimer and Kahne (2004) make the case that a focus on democratic values is too vague;
we need to examine the political and ideological interests embedded within various conceptions
of citizenship. While many character education programs focus exclusively on what Westheimer
and Kahne describe as “the personally responsible citizen” (p. 3)—honest, diligent and lawabiding—they maintain that this focus is too narrow and not inherently democratic in the manner
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defined by Dewey (1916a) and Freire (1970, 1990, 1998). Based on their findings from a twoyear study of ten educational programs in the U.S. aimed at promoting democracy, Westheimer
and Kahne (2004) conclude that the most successful curriculum, from the standpoint of developing a sense of civic commitment that will support an effective democratic society, is one that not
only prepares students to actively participate in the civic life of the community, but also encourages students to “question, debate, and change established systems and structures that reproduce
patterns of injustice over time” (p. 240). To achieve these goals, the democratic curriculum
should embrace the ideals of Freire’s critical pedagogy (Shor, 1993), including an awareness of
how power is organized and used in society and a willingness to critically analyze and challenge
the values of the dominant culture. “If democracy is to be effective at improving society, people
need to exert power over issues that affect their lives…Opportunities to connect academic
knowledge to analysis of social issues are essential for informed decision-making” (Kahne and
Westheimer, 2003, p. 39).
For children to realize their potential as citizens in a democratic society, they must be allowed to fully participate in a classroom community that values and supports open communication and respect for diverse opinions (Dewey, 1919). In “My Pedagogic Creed,” Dewey (1897)
argues that education must be an organic process that grows out of the child’s activities, “a continuing reconstruction of experience” (p. 233). As such, children must have authentic opportunities to engage in critical practice aimed at solving real problems, and thus, education becomes “a
process of living,” rather than merely “preparation for future living” (p. 230). Authenticity is a
keynote of the democratic participatory classroom.
Dewey (1937, p. 338) wrote that, “The end of democracy is a radical end…that requires
great change in existing social institutions, economic, legal, and cultural.” He believed that de-
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mocracy was a set of guiding principles rather than fixed institutions. From a philosophical
standpoint, the striving to achieve democracy should never be completed, as the democratic ideal
cannot be separated from communal experience. From this perspective, all of the participants
involved in a democratic learning community--students, teachers, administrators, and community
members--would work collaboratively to create a unique learning environment that accommodates the distinctive political, social, and economic structures of their particular community.
How well the principles were applied would be observable within the culture of the school: how
teachers, students, parents, and administrators define their roles; how curriculum is implemented;
how the physical and social boundaries of the classroom are defined; and how the school functions within the broader environment of the community.
Democracy can only be properly defined when viewed within the realm of community life;
that is, democracy as lived experience rather than abstract ideal (Dewey, 1927). Democracy is
not simply about achieving end goals of freedom, justice, and equality, rather it is about the journey toward those goals. Dewey identified three principles vital to that journey toward democracy: liberty (freedom of thought), equality, and fraternity (justice).
Liberty: Freedom of Thought
Benjamin Franklin (1722) wrote, “Without freedom of thought there can be no such thing as
wisdom; and no such thing as liberty without freedom of speech.” The Deweyan vision of liberty
welcomes respectful discourse and debate, abhors intolerance of divergent ideas, and values the
cultural wealth that differences of race, religion, ethnicity, gender, and social class bring to the
democratic way of life. Democracy requires “faith in the possibilities of human nature” (Dewey,
1939, p. 341) and thus, freedom of thought can only be assured by the true exchange of ideas
through inquiry and dialogue. Citizens in a democracy need to accept a certain level of ambigui-
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ty; social, political and economic issues are complex and there are rarely simple solutions. In the
classroom, this is exemplified by curriculum that presents multiple perspectives of history, by
shared decision-making that recognizes and values diverse goals, and by critical analysis and reflection on issues of power and hierarchy within the classroom, the school and the community.
Equality
Dewey (1919) explained the concept of equality as the understanding that every human is
unique and irreplaceable, and that designations of greater and lesser, superior and inferior are
inapplicable. In a democratic society, therefore, it is the business of the public schools (1) to insure that every child should be afforded the opportunity to develop his or her distinctive capabilities and (2) to uphold the expectation that every child will contribute his/her skills to the community. The vision that he held for public school was as “an energetic and willing instrument in
developing initiative, courage, power, and personal ability in each individual” (Dewey, 1916b, p.
269). This is embodied in a child-centered curriculum that begins from the experiences that children bring with them into the classroom and values the unique contributions of each individual
learner.
Justice
The idea of fraternity (justice) is best conceptualized as the balance of rights and responsibilities; that is, individual freedoms and social justice. Dewey (1897) believed that education in a
democratic society should lead to “the adjustment of individual activity on the basis of this social
consciousness” (p. 234). Civic commitment requires more than compassion and charitable deeds,
it requires attention to social injustice. Freire (1970) defines education for social justice as a
practice of freedom, a continuous cultural recreation that seeks to overcome existing social injustices through a process of transformation of both the individual and society. Education for citi-
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zenship in a democratic society must address the causes of injustice, promote dialogue among
those with diverse perspectives and life experiences, and encourage children to question the existing institutions and power structures that create and reinforce inequities. Citizens in a democracy are activists, empowered to “examine the structural causes of social problems and seek solutions, work that (is) informed by their knowledge of social movements and various strategies for
change” (Kahne & Westheimer, 2003, p. 40)
The theoretical foundations and practical application of Lawrence Kohlberg’s just community approach to education, implemented at the high school level (Reimer, Paolitto & Hersh, 1983),
can be traced back to the University of Chicago Laboratory School established by John Dewey in
1899. The basic tenets of the just community approach are as follows: (1) the classroom is a direct participatory democracy in which children play a role in setting rules and enforcing consequences; (2) ideas, issues, and policies are discussed by the school community as a whole (students, teachers, administrators, and parents) in regularly scheduled community meetings; and (3)
all members of the school community work together to create a sense of community, wherein
children learn to respect one another’s opinions and beliefs and conflict is addressed through
positive measures. Dewey’s three principles of democracy—liberty, equality, and justice—are an
embedded within the working structure of a just community classroom and school.
Civic Awareness and Engagement: Developing A Sense of Community
According to Wood (1990, p. 32), “When schools have a vision of students as citizens, they
give students a sense of community that helps them make connection with the world.” This view
of students as participants in democratic society can be seen in all aspects of the school, from the
physical environment to the implementation of curriculum and the overall decision-making
structures that guide the school administration. Dewey (1897, 1916a, 1927), who referred to de-
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mocracy as the very foundation of community life, maintained that school is a form of community defined not by geographical boundaries, but rather by the common aims and aspirations of the
participants. Studies of democratic schools (e.g., Apple & Beane, 1995; Bensman, 2000; Dunn,
1998; Wood, 1990) support this Deweyan concept of community. For example, graduates of
Central Park East (CPE), a progressive elementary school in East Harlem, New York with a
strong commitment to democratic educational practices, described their former school as a learning community where relationships among students, teachers, administrators, and parents were
based on “caring, respect and mutual trust,” successfully bridging both cultural and racial differences (Bensman, 2000). In interviews, the majority of CPE graduates consistently attributed their
strong community values and civic engagement as adults to the curriculum and teaching practices of CPE, “a belief in the dignity of the individual and the value of cooperative effort; commitment to social equality and cultural diversity; and respect for the human spirit’s creativity and the
American citizen’s communal responsibility” (Bensman, 2000, p. 121).
Amio (2005) describes the elements that are needed to create a sense of community within a
school setting. These include a feeling of shared purpose and a sense of agency. When teachers,
parents, administrators, and other adults in the school community support children’s autonomy
and encourage their participation in meaningful ways in the governance of the school this helps
to develop their competence as members of the community. Children should be working collaboratively with adults; when adults respect children’s contributions and enable their participation in
leadership roles within the community, children develop a sense of themselves as competent citizens (Beane & Apple, 1995; Dewey, 1916a; Hart, 1992).
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Participating in Democracy: The Embodied Mind
A learning community dedicated to providing children with opportunities for meaningful
participation is key to achieving the goal of education as a force for change, for empowerment,
for liberation. It is important at this point to examine the theoretical foundations upon which
such a learning community must be structured. There is a perspective within psychology that is
neither materialist nor idealist, that does not privilege either a priori knowledge or the senses,
that does not separate organism and world, knower and the knowing. This is what Ingold (2000)
calls the dwelling perspective, the fundamental concept underlying various theories of cognition
including pragmatism, ecological psychology, situated cognition, and cultural/historical activity
theory.
In the dwelling perspective, cognition is a natural activity of a person living in the world, selectively perceiving aspects of that world to act upon and transform (Reed, 1997). According to
William James, consciousness is not a metaphysical entity, but a natural function of an organism
in the world; the mind is not disembodied, but rather part of a living organism (Reed, 1997).
While the environment affords opportunities for action, the actor brings to the relationship an
awareness of the affordances. Cognition is a process of encountering a world of both existing and
imminent possibilities (Reed, 1996). Both perceptual experiences and non-perceptual experiences such as imagination and memory are aspects of the real world, a relationship between the
knower and the known. James (1904) argued that knowing is a form of activity in the world, as
the knower both creates and reflects upon reality. This idea of a dynamic relationship between
the knower and the known is at the heart of Dewey’s pragmatic concept of knowledge.
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The Embodied Mind
Dewey (1896) conceptualized cognition as a system of coordinated activity in the world, an
ongoing process of transformation of both the individual and the environment. He argued that,
rather than studying static properties of organism and environment, we must see the dynamic attributes of coordinated systems that relate to one another in coherent ways. Mind is not isolated
within the individual, but is embodied in the activities of a person in the living world. Reflection
is not a separate activity mediating between perception and action. Perception is an action, never
merely a sensation. The act of seeing or hearing or touching involves choices of what we see or
hear or touch. Our activities within the world create the world within which we act, in a coordinated co-construction. In Dewey’s (1922, p. 274) words, “Perception of things as they are is but
a stage in the process of making them different. They have already begun to be different in being
known.”
In many ways, Dewey’s views are comparable to those of ecological psychologists such as
Gibson (1979) and Bronfenbrenner (1979). The concept of the person acting within the world is
a fundamental principle of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory. Bronfenbrenner
rejected the mind/world dichotomy, maintaining that we need to understand the multilayered interactions of a developing human living in an ever-changing world. That world is a dynamic
complex of interacting systems that includes the immediate settings, such as home, school, and
community, and the larger social and historical contexts, as well as the interrelationships among
these various settings.
From this theoretical perspective, learning is more than simply acquiring information; it is
about being coherently active in a world of social, political, historical, and economic realities.
“Intelligent action is not concerned with the bare consequences of the thing known, but with consequences to be brought into existence by action conditioned on the knowledge” (Dewey, 1922,
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p. 275). Knowledge cannot be transmitted through the presentation of external subject matter;
rather it is developed through active engagement with the world. Meaningful learning can only
occur when children actively try to make sense of the world. Learning is an act of coconstruction that requires mutual respect between teacher and learner (Dewey, 1916a).
Dewey (1916a), in exploring the role of education in a democratic society, argued against
the idea that there is an “inner world of conscious states and processes, independent of any relationship to nature and society” (p. 293). Learning is a social process in which the learners actively engage in joint endeavors that involve collaboration. The individual grows through participation in patterns of social activity. Individual initiative, independent observation, discovery and
creation—these grow out of participation in meaningful collaborative experiences. However, individuals do not simply replicate; rather, each individual recreates social processes. This is
where individual freedom, or agency, is expressed (Dewey, 1916a).
Dewey’s conception of cognition as coordinated activity falls squarely within the dwelling
perspective, which refutes the duality of subjective/objective, individual/social, person/world.
Mind is not synonymous with the physical brain, which resides within an individual, but is embodied in the activities of an individual within the world, organized and constrained by the properties of the world. Individual and society are inseparable in this analysis. The world is not “out
there.” Meaning does not reside within the individual. Instead, individuals are situated in a world
rich with meaning. Thus, as Dewey (1916a) points out, the individual’s responses “gain meaning, simply because he lives and acts in a medium of accepted meanings and values” (p. 295).
Mind is not a possession of the self, but rather an achievement of the self in relation to the world
(Dewey, 1916a). Human beings transform the world and, through this transformation, create the
self.
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In emphasizing the centrality of experience—mind in the world—Dewey was speaking at
the forefront of a worldview in opposition to the conservative, dualist views of idealist and materialist philosophies. For Dewey, education is not separate from life, not simply a preparation for
some future life; it is life. In many ways, Dewey’s views are remarkably similar to those of social cognitive theorists, including Vygotsky (activity theory) and Lave and Wenger (situated
cognition).
Communities of Practice: Situated Learning
According to Lave and Wenger (1991), learning is a collaborative process grounded in particular contexts and individual experiences. The concept of cognitive apprenticeship places the
learner within communities of social practice. Within a community of practice, learning is not
abstract or decontextualized, as it often is within formal educational systems; rather the movement is directed toward learning to become a full participating member of the social group
(Lave, 1996).
Authentic activity is at the core of a community of practice. Learning in most schools today
becomes inauthentic, in that it is removed from the relevant domains of practice. Too often students are asked to perform learning tasks taken out of meaningful context, such as solving textbook equations or memorizing lists of spelling words. In addition, for many students the culture
and practices of the formal educational system are far removed from the culture and practices of
their home and community. According to Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) activities are authentic when their “meaning and purpose are socially constructed through negotiations among
present and past members” (p. 34) of the community. Knowledge is conceptualized as a set of
tools, whose use in authentic activities leads to understanding. “People who use tools actively
rather than just acquire them…build an increasingly rich implicit understanding of the world in
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which they use the tools and of the tools themselves. The understanding, both of the world and of
the tool, continually changes as a result of their interaction” (p. 33).
As with all theories that fall within the dwelling perspective, situated learning within communities of practice “emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and world, activity,
meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 50). Learning, thinking,
and knowing emerge from participation in authentic activities within the community, that is,
from “the ordinary practices of the culture” (Brown et al., 1989, p. 34). Meanings are socially
negotiated; they are embedded within authentic activities and change through the course of
activity.
How, then, does a classroom within the formal educational system of the U.S., immersed in
traditional learning models that depend on textbooks and teacher-centered lessons, become an
authentic community of practice? First, teachers must find ways to bring into the classroom authentic activities that situate abstract concepts within contexts that are culturally relevant to students (Bredo, 1994; Brown et al., 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Next, teachers can adapt some
of the features of traditional apprenticeship—demonstrating, scaffolding, and coaching—to create a model of cognitive apprenticeship in the classroom (Collins, Brown & Holum, 1991). A
key aspect of cognitive apprenticeship is making the thinking process visible (Brown et al., 1989;
Collins, et al., 1991). Students must be given opportunities to articulate and reflect upon their
reasoning and problem-solving strategies, and to communicate and work collaboratively with
others to solve real problems and accomplish real goals. When the participants in a community
of practice actively engage in real collaborative problem solving, “it leads to a sense of ownership characterized by personal investment and mutual dependency” (Collins et al., 1991, p. 45).
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When children take ownership of their learning, they are empowered. When they collaborate
with others to achieve mutual goals they are engaging in true democratic practice.
The Landscape of the Classroom: Affordances/Boundaries
Dewey (1897) proposed that perception is an action of a person-in-the-world. From a
sensorially rich environment, the individual actively selects the information upon which to act.
This is a transactional process that posits an embodied mind. Gibson (1979) also maintained that
the dichotomy between mind and world—the notion that direct experience in the world is
mediated by the senses or structured by a priori concepts—was false. The world is a site for
action; the person and the environment are an irreducible unit. Gibson’s theory emphasizes the
mutuality of person and environment. We create the environment through our activity as much as
the environment shapes how we act. While physical reality exists outside of perception, the very
concept of environment implies the existence of the individuals who perceive it. To the
philosophical question “If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear, does it make a
sound?” Gibson’s answer would be, quite simply, “No.” While the fall of the tree is a physical
reality, the sound must be perceived. The meaning of the tree’s fall becomes explicit in the
relationship between the observer and the surrounding environment. Perception is an
achievement of an individual living within value-rich, meaningful ecological environments. The
question to explore is not how do we construct the world, but rather how do we encounter the
world? To what extent is development about our experience of the world?
One of the key concepts of Gibson’s ecological theory is the notion of affordances, which
describes the relationship between individual and environment that either facilitates or impedes
action (Gibson, 1979). According to Gibson, information about affordances is perceived through
light and sound reflecting from surfaces. Perception is a moving flow of information. Movement

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

49

through the world provides information about both self and world. Meaning is already embedded
within the environment; we do not bring meaning to the objects we perceive, so much as we
discover the meanings of these objects according to our needs. The forms and structures we
perceive are not mediated by a priori concepts, but rather discovered in the relationships that
exist among various aspects of the environment.
Both physical and social environments afford the child opportunities for action and barriers
to action. Learning takes place through the activities of real children in real places. As such,
learning is always situated in physical and temporal space and within a social context (Fuhrer,
1996). The classroom is a specific activity setting with embedded social practices and physical
features (size, shape, lighting, choice and arrangement of furniture) that shape interactions
among students and teachers, as well as instructional activities and lesson design options.
However, the relationship is not unidirectional; rather, it is transactional. As active agents,
students and teachers create and transform the classroom environment as much as the
environment shapes their actions and interactions.
Much of the recent literature concerning the relationship between environment and learning
explores the impact of physical design: uniquely shaped classrooms, natural lighting, improved
acoustics, temperature controls, and so on (Graetz & Goliber, 2002; Kennedy, 1999; Lippman,
2004; Van Note Chism, 2002). In an ideal world with unlimited funding for public education we
could, perhaps, foresee the renovation of every school and classroom: architects and educators
working hand-in-hand to plan learning spaces that reflect an enlightened vision of the
embeddedness of human development within the physical and social environment (Butz, 2002).
However, in the real world of New York City most elementary school teachers work within
the physical confines of traditional school buildings, some of which were built at the beginning
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of the last century. Many of these buildings are organized along an assembly-line approach,
where box-shaped classrooms line dreary hallways in buildings with widely variable lighting,
acoustics, temperature controls, and health and safety issues (Lippman, 2004). Teachers also
work within the social confines of standardized tests, scripted curriculums, and increasingly
narrow windows of opportunity to move beyond measures of accountability imposed from
outside the immediate learning community. How teachers and students utilize the physical space
of a classroom--and how the school administration, teachers, students, and parents envision the
relationship between the school and the surrounding community--often determines how well they
meet the challenge of creating an innovative learning space within a traditional physical
environment. Thus, Gibson’s ecological theory provides a theoretical foundation for analyzing
the affordances and boundaries that are created in a school dedicated to participatory democratic
practices.
What is missing from Gibson’s ecological approach to development is a clear account of the
distinctions between direct perception and culturally transmitted knowledge. Although Gibson
acknowledges the cultural and historical aspects of cognition, his theory is least convincing when
applied to symbolic functions such as memory and imagination. In addition, the world within
which an individual acts comprises cultural and historical realities—social affordances and
boundaries, if you will—as well as physical realities. Childhood is, in itself, a cultural and historical construction as much as it is a physical reality (Wartofsky, 1983). According to Wartofsky
(1983) we need to take into account the cultural and historical practices that shape and transform
the natural world within which a child acts and shape, as well, the development of natural perceptual capacities. Thus, for a more complete view of a child acting within, not only the physical
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environment, but also social, cultural and historical contexts, we need to turn to the theories that
explore the complexities of cognition from a sociocultural perspective.
Collaborative Cognition
Piaget and Vygotsky each envisioned the developing child as an actor within a social world
of embedded meanings. Both theorists acknowledged the social genesis and collaborative nature
of cognition (Bearison, Dorval, LeBlanc, Sadow & Plesa, 2002). Piaget (1950) focused on certain universal structures of cognition achieved through an ongoing discourse, “a constant interchange of thought with others” (p. 164). Vygotsky (1978) emphasized the cultural and historical
embeddedness of knowledge. According to Bearison and colleagues (2002, p. 1), “Knowledge is
not necessarily something that individuals possess or that evolves inside the head but rather
something that individuals do together such that their social processes become intrinsic to their
mental operations.” Building upon the early foundations of sociocultural developmental theory
Rogoff (1998) described cognitive development as a process of change that can be observed
within the activities in which people engage.
The Child’s Construction of the World
According to Piaget (1950) the primary cognitive task of the child is to make sense of the
world through active exploration and participation. Cognitive development is achieved through
the organization of experience that allows the individual to identify events in relation to previous
experiences. Within this framework, the developing child is viewed as an active agent within a
world that encompasses physical, social, and cultural/historical realities. In Piagetian terms, the
child constructs knowledge by means of activity and, in doing so, adapts to the structures of the
environment, at the same time creating changes in the environment through activity (Wartofsky,
1983). Piaget (1950) defined cognitive adaptation as a balance between “the action of the organ-
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ism on the environment and vice versa” (p. 8). While Piaget does not completely abandon a priori concepts, in Piagetian theory these are not pre-existing forms and structures, but rather temporal a priori, that is, logical possibilities that shape the experiences of the developing child in
the world. Knowledge arises from the interaction between knower and known, between self and
other. This interaction is both transformational and self-regulatory, comprising “the motive force
of development, the genesis of cognitive structures, and knowledge itself” (Bearison, 1991, p.
59).
Piaget (1950) acknowledged that all cognition is inherently social as well as individual. Social interaction is embedded in the cognitive structures themselves, a key component in the
child’s construction. Cognition is mediated by a social system of knowing and constructed and
reconstructed in the activities in which children participate and from which they make sense the
world (Wartofsky, 1983). Piaget (1950) proposed that the psychological individual does not exist
in isolation, but rather is “immersed right from birth” (p. 155) in a world rich with meaning and
values. He believed that the social environment within which a child is embedded has a deeper
impact even than the physical environment, that it “changes the very structure of the individual
because it…provides him with a ready-made system of signs, which modify his thought; it presents him with new values; and it imposes on him an infinite series of obligations” (Piaget, 1950,
p. 171).
Development is not a set of achievements that exist outside of context. Action is always situated within a particular context. Within the context of a learning community devoted to the
principles of authentic democratic participation, children are engaged in collaborative activities
with peers and adults. Opportunities for experimentation, exploration, questioning, problem solving, reflection, and social collaboration are built into the democratic curriculum. Children partic-
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ipate in the creation of classroom rules and in making decisions about classroom practices and
routines. Discourse, dissent, and debate are encouraged and facilitated, and thus participants have
the opportunity to coordinate their perspectives with the perspectives of others, which Piaget
proposes as essential to constructing knowledge (Piaget, 1950). Thus, a participatory democratic
learning community is uniquely suited to facilitate what Bearison and colleagues (2002) define
as negotiated ways of knowing.
While Piaget provides an excellent framework for understanding the child’s construction of
knowledge, including the social origins of cognition, his theory does not give voice to the cultural, historical, political, and economic realities that shape the world within which the child engages in these social interchanges. For a better understanding of the cultural/historical context of
cognitive activity we need to look elsewhere.
The Cultural and Historical Contexts of Knowing
Vygotsky (1978) reframed the study of cognition to emphasize the dialectic relationship of
individual and society. Human development is both an instrument of change and the product of
change; society is both transforming and transformed in the interaction. Thus, the cognitive activities of people can only be understood when viewed through their participation in diverse and
overlapping complex cultural systems with embedded practices that reflect participants’ beliefs,
expectations, traditions, and relations, and which are, themselves, dynamic and changing. The
tools of a cultural system both afford action and are the embodiment of action; the material form
of activity (Wertsch, 1998).
According to Vygotsky (1981) all uniquely human higher forms of mental activity are derived from a sociocultural context and shared by members of that context. Understanding the dynamic flow of human history—including the historical significance of tools, signs, and symbols
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as instruments of transformation—becomes the key to understanding development. While tools
can be seen as the means by which we transform the world, signs are the means by which we
transform ourselves (Scribner, 1985).
In each and every human activity people employ and often also develop, the fruits of
human civilization—the meditational means that have been derived from cultural, historical and institutional forces and that are embodied in language, patterns of behavior,
social conventions, art, and other specifically human ways of doing, perceiving, understanding, and expressing ideas. (Stetsenko, 2002, p. 120)
Learning and development evolve through the dynamics of participation in human activity
(Vygotsky, 1978). If we view cognition as a collaborative process that occurs between people
rather than within the individual, meaning is not isolated within, but extends beyond each individual. Participation in collaborative activity results in change for all participants. The very activity of learning transforms both the individual and society. The transaction is linear, not cyclic;
as the individual changes the world is also transformed and through this transformation the self is
created (Stetsenko & Arievitch, 2004). This is a dynamic view of the self as a “leading activity,”
a process by which the individual contributes to the social collaborative, rather than a possession
of the individual.
In collaborative activities participants have the opportunity to coordinate self-other perspectives and co-construct knowledge. Participation in collaborative activity results in transformation
of all participants. Meaning is found in the collaborative process. The basic unit of analysis is no
longer the individual, but the pattern of collaborative discourse among the participants. Mutual
understanding is no longer an abstract goal, but a practical means of solving a real problem (Stetsenko, 2002).
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School as Cultural Practice
Education is an inherently political act (Beane & Apple, 1995). As Matusov, Bell, and
Rogoff (2002) note, “schools teach not only the academic curriculum but also cultivate patterns
of discourse” (p. 5) that institutionalize the values, beliefs, and traditions of society. Participation
in the activities of school is, essentially, a process of enculturation. Through participation in
communities of practice within the classroom, children learn how to engage with the social,
political, economic, and cultural practices of the wider communities within which the classroom
is embedded. Thus, when schools support a collaborative approach to teaching and learning—
encouraging children to work together toward common goals, to listen to one another, to build
upon each other’s ideas, to provide guidance when necessary, to be accountable to the learning
community as a whole—these children are learning important aspects of citizenship in a
democratic society: civil discourse and social responsibility.
Johnson and Johnson (2009) in a series of studies of social interdependence and cooperative
learning found that the way in which teachers structure classroom communities of practice
strongly influences students’ discourse and sense of accountability to the learning community. In
most traditional U.S. public school classrooms, children’s discourse is limited by various
prohibitions against informal communication, whether that is helping one another without
permission (“cheating”) or speaking with one another without permission (“off-task talk”).
Teachers’ questions are often closed-ended, asking for the “correct” answer—information that
simply confirms what the teacher already knows—rather than opening up the discussion.
However, in classrooms where learning is structured around deliberative discourse (Michaels,
O’Connor & Resnick, 2008), in which students listen respectfully to and build upon each other’s
contributions and all participants are accountable to present well-reasoned propositions in
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response to the ideas of others, students are more likely to engage in the type of learning
activities that Stetsenko and Arievitch (2004) refer to as transformative. In a recent study
comparing traditional and collaborative classrooms, Matusov and colleagues (2002) found that
everyday classroom practices had a significant influence on children’s approaches to working
together outside their classrooms. Elementary school age children (9-11 years old) whose
classrooms were structured around collaborative discourse and practices engaged in more skillful
collaboration when asked to problem solve outside the classroom, using transactional dialogue
and providing guidance in ongoing collaboration (Matusov et al., 2002).
Dewey (1916a) placed great emphasis on inquiry and dialogue as a foundation for
democratic education. However, as Delpit (2006) points out, not all students have equal access to
the type of discourse that is privileged within the culture of the classroom. Michaels, O’Connor,
and Resnick (2008) explore the role of reasoned discussion—what they refer to as deliberative
discourse or accountable talk—in real classroom contexts, in which not all children have access
to the same discourse culture or comparable discourse experience. Based on research conducted
in various classrooms over a 15-year period, Michaels and colleagues (2008) developed a
foundation of classroom discourse practices that can lead to more equitable participation of all
students in the type of reasoned discussion that, according to Dewey (1916a), embodies the
fundamental nature of democracy. Deliberative discourse must emphasize accountability to the
learning community, that is listening respectfully to and building upon one another’s ideas, but
also accountability to standards of reasoning and to knowledge of subject matter (Michaels et al.,
2008). As Dewey noted in his early critiques of the progressive education movement (Cremin,
1959), without attention to logical reasoning skills and curriculum, there can be no true inquiry
or dialogue. Thus, Michaels and colleagues (2008), in their explication of the three facets of
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accountability needed for deliberative discourse, build upon the earliest foundations of Dewey’s
concept of democratic education.
Classical works by both Mill and Tocqueville argued that a democracy could only be
sustained with the support of institutions that nurture democratic participation. Dewey
maintained that a society that “has the ideal of such change as will improve it will have different
standards and methods of education from one which aims simply at the perpetuation of its own
customs” (Dewey, 1916a, p. 81). Freire (1970) conceptualized education as the practice of
freedom, of liberation from oppression. When schools have a commitment to transforming the
world, teachers, students, and parents are empowered. A participatory democratic learning
community that values and supports the diversity of cultural experiences of children and parents
within the U.S., respects the multiplicity and the dynamic nature of discourse patterns, and
strives to achieve equitable participation is best positioned to help children develop a sense of
themselves as competent citizens.
Viewed through a transformative sociocultural perspective on learning and development, education
is an active project of achieving personhood (Stetsenko, 2008, 2012). Teaching and learning are
transformative collaborative practices through which each of the actors, teachers, students, parents and
administrators, “come to know each other, themselves and the world” (Stetsenko, 2012, p. 148). Thus, a
primary grade classroom operating as a participatory democratic learning community would provide
young children ongoing opportunities to enact the rules, rights, and responsibilities of democratic
citizenship and, through the collective pursuit of these goals, help them in the process of becoming
civically aware and engaged citizens.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
In this chapter, I will provide detailed background information regarding the two schools
that participated in my study, beginning with a description of the New York City public school
system within which these schools are embedded. I will present a comprehensive portrait of each
school and each classroom in which I spent time collecting data and explain the process by
which I selected these schools and these particular classrooms. I will also review the data collection methods I used to explore my research questions, as well as my approach to analyzing the
data. Let me begin, however, by explaining how this particular study came into being.
How This Study Came Into Being
I first conceived of a study exploring the role of public schools in shaping young children’s
developing understanding of citizenship as part of my second-year research project at The Graduate Center, City University of New York. The research evolved from my background as an early childhood educator and a college lecturer within the City University of New York, and was
shaped by my own early experiences.
I grew up in New York City during the 1960’s, a turbulent era during which the U.S. experienced significant political and sociological upheaval. I attended a public elementary school
where students were taught in open classrooms. Memories of that time helped to shape my
views of democratic citizenship: school assemblies where we learned songs such as Woody
Guthrie’s This Land is Your Land, Bob Dylan’s Blowing in the Wind and Zaret & Singer’s What
Makes a Good American (“What makes a good American? What do you have to be? Am I a
good American? Let’s take a look and see…I stand up for my rights, but do I stand up for
yours?”); teachers leading class discussions about the war in Vietnam and the protests at home;

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

59

class debates about the constitutionality of the death penalty. Both the civil rights movement and
the emerging women’s rights movement were frequent topics in current events lessons.
In 1968 I was a nine-year-old elementary school student. It was a significant year in U.S.
history, marked by violent and radical political and social transformations at both the national
and local levels. It was the year when student protests on college campuses across the U.S.
reached new levels of organization, participation and confrontation, culminating in the most
extensive single-day student strike in U.S. history. Civil rights leader Martin Luther King was
assassinated in March, followed by the assassination two months later of presidential candidate
Robert Kennedy. That summer, the Democratic National Convention was the scene of dramatic
and increasingly violent confrontations between demonstrators and police, delegates and party
leaders, both inside the convention hall and on the streets of Chicago. Each of these national
events was brought into my immediate world through the media—television, radio and newspapers—and through conversations with adults and peers at home and in the classroom.
In the fall of 1968, I was introduced to political and social turmoil on a more personal level
when the New York City United Federation of Teachers, led by Albert Shanker, took New York
City’s teachers through a bitterly divisive months-long series of strikes that pitted many longtime
allies against one another. The New York City Teacher’s Strikes of 1968 were the culmination of
increasingly heated confrontations between union leaders and community school boards over the
decentralization of New York City’s school system and were sparked by the firing of 18 white
teachers and administrators by the new community-controlled school board in the mostly black
Ocean-Hill Brownsville section of Brooklyn. I am certain that there was much I did not understand at the time, but I clearly remember that not all of my teachers agreed with the union.
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Growing up as I did during those years it was impossible not to become politically active
and engaged in the process of democratic citizenship. My political views reflect my early experiences. I know that there are no simple solutions to complex, multilayered social problems, but I
believe in the individual and collective capacity of people to change the world.
Many years later, as a graduate student in the education department at Queens College, I was
introduced to the seminal works of John Dewey and Paolo Freire, Democracy and Education and
Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Dewey outlined an ideal vision of public schools in a democratic
society, helping young people to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary to become competent and informed citizens capable of participating in democratic governance. Freire argued that
public schools often operate as agents of oppression, reinforcing inequities relating to socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity and gender. The question I was interested in exploring was this:
How do public schools in a democratic society become agents of transformation, rather than
tools of the status quo?
My Role As Observer: A Transformative Activist Stance
“Paradoxically, the more ‘scientific’ social research becomes, the less objective it becomes”
(Harding, S., 1991, p. 140). In designing this study, my methodological choices evolved organically from a philosophical view shaped by feminist critiques of social science research, which
argue there is no one true, value-free story about the world. According to this viewpoint, science
is a socially embedded activity and, therefore, all research is situated and value-laden.
To achieve what Harding (1991) calls strong objectivity it is necessary to clarify the lens
(perspective) through which the researcher approaches the subject. The researcher must critically
examine her values, beliefs, interests, historical perspective and goals, as these constitute the
standpoint from which she will observe and analyze. “Strong objectivity requires that we investi-

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

61

gate the relation between subject and object rather than deny the existence of, or seek unilateral
control over, this relation” (Harding, 1991, p.152). Harding maintains that socially situated objectivity is not judgmental relativism. While standpoint epistemologies acknowledge that scientific beliefs are socially situated, they also require critical evaluation to achieve strong objectivity. Haraway (1996) states that knowledge is neither objective nor disembodied, rather it is an
“ongoing process of critical interpretation” that will never be “self-contained or fully formalizable,” but will instead be “contestable and contested.” (p. 590).
My goal in undertaking this research was to explore the possibilities within early childhood
classrooms of creating a culture of citizenship, even within the present realities of an educational
environment where testing and assessment are valued over civic engagement and democratic
practice. In presenting, describing, and interpreting the processes that I observed among students,
teachers, parents and administrators I was, therefore, attuned to seeing examples of democratic
practice, to seeking out those democratic principles embedded within the activities of children
and adults in the classroom. My position was that democracy is of high value and that a primary
raison d’etre of public schools is to nurture young children’s developing civic competence and
understanding of the rules, rights and responsibilities of democratic citizenship. Stetsenko (2014)
describes a post-objectivist approach to research, a transformative activist stance (TAS) that
posits collaborative transformative practice as a primary force in human development and social
dynamics and, thus, provides support for the concept of research as activist social transformation.
According to Stetsenko, it is through the process of people transforming and creating the world
that they simultaneously transform and create themselves, “…most critically, the world is understood as changing through people’s own activities and activist contributions to their communities
and the world at large” (Stetsenko, 2014, p. 191). Therefore, research cannot be “value neutral”
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because we change the world we are investigating by the very act of our engagement, by the
questions we ask, by “our posing questions about how things are and by envisioning them being
otherwise and acting on these visions” (p. 194).
A Framework for Observing
From the time that I first conceptualized this research, I knew that a significant challenge
would be designing a rigorous methodological approach that would allow me to enter into the
world of the participants—in this case the teachers and students—in order to learn how they
make sense of their experiences and how they create meaning within the community of practice
that is their classroom. Before entering the classroom to engage with teachers and students, I
would need to construct a strong framework to guide my observation and to identify the most
useful methods of data collection. I would also need to define my initial role as an observer.
My framework for this study is based upon the concept of the classroom as a community of
practice. According to Lave and Wenger (1991) each school—and each classroom within a
school—can be viewed as a distinct community of practice. A unique culture can be observed
within the physical and social landscape of each school and every classroom within that school,
even though each is embedded within a broader sociopolitical system. Dewey (1897, 1916a,
1927) conceptualized the classroom as a form of community defined by the common aims and
aspirations of the participants. Within each classroom, students experience learning and actively
engage with teachers and with one another. All of the participants—students, teachers, parents
and administrators—collaboratively transform each school and each classroom, creating a
unique learning environment that accommodates the distinctive political, social, and economic
structures of their particular community. The physical environment and the relationships among
all actors—students, teachers, student teachers, administrators, parents and the wider community
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within which the school is embedded—create a community of practice within which learning
takes place. As Matusov, Bell, and Rogoff (2002) note, through participation in communities of
practice within the classroom, children learn how to engage with the social, political, economic,
and cultural practices of the wider communities within which the classroom is embedded.
To help me understand the complex role of a primary grade classroom in an urban elementary school as a community of practice for young children in a democratic society, I utilized the
fundamental principle of ecological systems theory: the concept of a person acting within the
world at a particular time and place. The process-person-context-time (PPCT) model presents
development as a dynamic system incorporating both time and space, with a strong emphasis on
the complex reciprocal interactions of a person-in-the-world (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).
Thus, the PPCT model can reveal patterns of interdependencies among various layers of microsystems and macrosystems in real life settings, illuminating the complex interactions of the
immediate settings within which a primary grade classroom in an urban public school is embedded—the school/home/community system—as well as the larger historical, political, and social
systems that shape education today. I used the PPCT model as a framework to explore children’s
emerging civic awareness and engagement in relation to the physical and sociocognitive affordances and boundaries of a classroom functioning within this particular time and place in history.
Working closely with my adviser and committee members to operationalize democratic
participation in early childhood I constructed a theoretical framework of questions encompassing
ideology, practice and embodiment as a lens through which to observe the classroom setting. To
do so, I needed to begin by defining terms such as democracy, citizenship and civic engagement
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and then consider, using a developmental perspective, what these might look like in a primary
grade classroom.
Using the themes that emerged from a preliminary analysis of the data collected during the
initial exploratory study conducted in 2004-2005, I developed a more detailed conceptual
framework of questions to guide and focus my observation of daily activities in the classroom
during the second part of the study in 2012-2013.
Choosing the Data Collection Procedures
There are a number of data collection methods that an ethnographer has at her disposal to
observe and record. With my training and experience as an elementary school teacher and added
experience supervising student teachers in New York City public school classrooms, I entered
into this study with a strong background in various methods of classroom observation: anecdotal
records, running records, event sampling, focused observation. After many years of practice, I
consider myself a skilled classroom observer. Therefore, I decided that my primary data would
be in the form of detailed field notes to capture the essential context of the classrooms in which I
was observing. To supplement and enhance my field notes, I decided to utilize audio recordings
and photographs. Although I would have liked to include video recordings, the New York City
Department of Education cited a proprietary interest during the IRB approval process. As they
had no problem with my use of audio recordings and photographs, I was confident that I could
construct detailed data records without the use of video recordings.
Informal conversations with children and parents and open-ended interviews with teachers
and administrators allowed me to connect with my participants more directly, to better understand what they were thinking. Talking with teachers informally throughout the day gave me the
opportunity to learn more about how they viewed their experiences in the classroom, to uncover
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their interpretations of events. When we discussed what I had observed and I asked questions, it
allowed them to reflect and provided me with greater insight into how they created meaning
from their actions and interactions within the classroom. Conversations with parents during their
visits to the school provided another level of understanding of the relationship between school
and community. My interactions with the children were unstructured and informal. I did not conduct interviews with children, although there were times when I would initiate a conversation to
elicit more information about an event that I had observed. For the most part, I engaged children
in conversation when they initiated the interaction. That happened quite frequently throughout
the day, and when we talked the children often shared stories and ideas that helped me to better
understand how they created meaning from their experiences at home and in the classroom.
And so I collected my data, using detailed written field notes, annotated at times with my
immediate reflections upon what I was observing, and supplemented with photographs, audiotapes, conversations and informal interviews. Over a period of five months during the 20042005 school year I arrived at the study site by 7:30 am, before the children arrived, and spent
time with the teacher and student teacher as they were setting up for the school day. I visited the
school three days each week and generally spent the entire school day with class, leaving by 3:30
pm, although I would sometimes stay later to spend time with the teacher while she was preparing for the next day. During the five-month period of the initial exploratory study, I collected
data in a first/second grade class in an alternative public elementary school (Grades PreK-6) on
the Lower East Side of Manhattan. During the 2012-2013 school year used the same methodology to collect data in two kindergarten classes, a first grade classroom and a second grade classroom in an early childhood (Grades PreK-2) public school in northwestern Queens. As with the
exploratory study, I visited the school at least three days each week, arrived each morning by
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7:30 am, before the majority of the children arrived in the classroom (in this school, some children arrived early for extended day) and remained with the class for the entire school day.
Participant Observation: The Observer as Participant
My goal was to enter, as much as possible, the world of the participants, to blend into the
daily activities of the classrooms without unduly influencing the behavior of teachers or children
(Slavin, 2007). I knew this would not be simple. A basic premise of quantum theory in physics is
that the act of observation changes the observed reality. My very presence in the classroom
would inevitably change the dynamics of the ongoing relationships, actions and interactions
among the various participants. According to Emerson (1995) the effects of the observer’s presence should not be viewed negatively, but rather as “the very source of…learning and observation” (p. 3).
As an experienced elementary school teacher with a Master’s degree in education and New
York State Permanent Certification, I was comfortable assuming the role of participant observer,
fully immersing myself in the daily life of the school and classroom. Over the years, I have
played many roles as an adult in New York City public elementary school classrooms. As a requirement for my graduate degree, I spent more than 100 hours in the classroom conducting field
observations, both general and focused observations, sometimes as a non-participant and other
times as a full participant. I spent an additional twelve weeks as a student teacher, observing my
mentor teacher at the beginning and gradually assuming more responsibility until I was teaching
full lessons. I have also spent many hours in the classroom as a teacher, as a mentor to student
teachers, and as an on-site project coordinator for a research project jointly conducted by Queens
College and the New York Association for New Americans. Each of these roles was different
and each required a different level and form of participation.
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Now I was going into classrooms as a researcher and, once again, I would have to define my
role as a participant. In both my initial exploratory study and the follow-up research I did not enter the study site as a complete outsider. For my initial exploratory study, I first approached the
principal of the school in Spring 2004 and met with the teacher in whose classroom I would
spend five months (January-May) in 2005. In the interim, while I was awaiting approval from the
New York City Department of Education, I was asked to supervise six student teachers from the
graduate education program at Queens College during Fall 2004. Thus, when I returned in January 2005 to begin my research, the faculty and administration, as well as many of the parents and
students, were familiar with my presence in the school, while I had acquired some knowledge of
the physical and social structure of the school. I actually discovered my second research setting
when I was asked to supervise nine graduate student teachers from the graduate education program at Queens College in Spring 2012. During that time I came to know most of the staff and
faculty at the school, as well as many of the parents and students. In June 2012, when I approached the principal and assistant principal with my research proposal, they graciously opened
their doors to me.
The Ethics of Participant Observation
In both study sites, it was very important for me to clearly define my role as a researcher,
especially as many participants knew me in another context, as a student teacher supervisor. In
the first school, I planned to collect data in one first/second grade classroom. In order to maintain
clarity, the principal, the teacher who had agreed to participate in the study and I decided that it
would be best not to place a student teacher in her classroom during the interim before I began
my research. In the second school, I already knew most of the teachers and I had supervised student teachers in many of their classrooms. As the Spring 2012 semester drew to a close, I pre-
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sented my research proposal to each of the teachers individually and spent time answering their
questions. We talked specifically about how my role as a researcher would be different from that
of student teacher supervisor, and what their participation in the study would involve.
During the months that I spent in each of these schools as a researcher, I often spent early
morning hours, lunch period, prep periods and after-school hours with teachers, student teachers
and paraprofessionals. I also spent considerable time with the assistant principal, principal and
curriculum specialists in both schools. During the time that I spent with them outside the classroom, these participants were very open in their conversations; they seemed to accept my presence without reservation and often took particular care to explain or enlarge upon various issues.
With my background I knew that, for me, the question was not whether I would be able to communicate and understand the meanings of their experiences, but rather, how to negotiate the
complexities of my relationships with all participants. I was constantly reflecting upon how to
accurately capture the perspectives of the various actors within the classroom and the school—
students, teachers, student teachers and administrators—and how to maintain boundaries.
An important ethical issue addressed by Fine and Sandstrom (1988) concerns adult responsibility for the safety of children who are participants in a study. In the classroom I was never in
the position of being the adult authority figure nor was this an unstructured situation. However, I
had to consider that, even in a classroom where the other adults were clear authority figures, a
situation might arise when I might have to intervene to protect one or more children. This was a
matter that I raised with teachers when I first presented my proposal. I explained that my goal
was to observe how the children interacted with one another—especially when they knew the
teacher was not watching—and how they resolved conflicts independently. Therefore, I would
not intervene unless it seemed that the situation was dangerous. As my research progressed and
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spent weeks at a time in one classroom, I found that it was not the teachers, administrators or
parents, but the children who were most likely to blur the boundaries.
Observer or Participant: Crossing Boundaries
In each school, I found that faculty and students quickly accepted me into their classrooms.
Although a few of the teachers acknowledged that during the first few days they were conscious
of my presence in the classroom as a researcher and wondered about “what I was seeing” in their
actions and interactions in the classroom, they quickly acclimated. My relationship with each
classroom teacher was unique and individual. Some of the teachers were very interested in my
research, asking many questions as we went along and using my observations to reflect upon
their pedagogy. These teachers were also very open in sharing their perspectives, taking time to
unpack their experiences and illuminate their reasoning. In those classrooms I became an integral
part of the daily routine and I had to continually question and reflect upon my role. It was easy to
develop friendships with those teachers, and I had to remind myself often that my role was that
of participant observer, not co-teacher. Other teachers accepted my presence in the classroom
with only discreet acknowledgement and did not initiate conversations to explain and reflect upon their experiences. My presence in those classrooms was less participatory, but still far from
that of a non-participant observer.
In each classroom, regardless of my relationship with the teacher, the children quickly accepted me as a participant within the daily activities of the classroom. I had been introduced to
the children during morning meeting upon first entering each individual classroom, at which time
I explained my reason for being there and invited the children to ask questions at that time or any
time while I was in the classroom. Throughout my study, many children at all grade levels expressed interest in my note taking. I would read back to them what I had written if they asked,
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and that would often initiate a conversation, as children volunteered their interpretations of
events I had observed and shared other experiences.
Fine and Sandstrom (1988) emphasize the importance of developing trust with children who
are participants in a study. They describe the participant observer’s role as that of a friend,
“without any explicit authority role” (p.17). While it was true that I did not, in fact, have any
authority in the classroom, both my training and experience as a teacher and the children’s expectations regarding the role of adults in the classroom environment blurred those boundaries.
Children would approach me to ask questions about assignments, show me their independent
work, ask me to facilitate in resolving conflicts and even, on occasion, ask permission when such
was required by the classroom rules. At first, I would always refer these matters back to the
classroom teacher or student teacher. However, as I spent more time in a classroom, both the
students and the teachers granted me a quasi-teacher status in making these decisions, which was
a very familiar and comfortable role for me. I found that my interactions with the children were
not unlike those of the teachers in whose classrooms I was observing, and varied from one classroom to another to “mirror” the relationship between the teacher and students in each particular
classroom. For example, teachers in a kindergarten classroom might scaffold children more
closely while those in a second grade classroom would encourage more independence in problem
solving and conflict resolution. Throughout my time in each classroom, I would regularly check
back in with teachers to clarify and make sure that they were comfortable with these interactions
and that I had not overstepped.
It was simpler to maintain these boundaries in my relationship with the principal and assistant principal at each school, as my interactions with them were less frequent and more structured. I only met with the principal of the first school on a few occasions after we discussed my
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proposal. We spoke informally when we ran into each other at the end of the day when parents
were picking up their children from the schoolyard, or when we would pass in the hallway.
When she visited the classroom, I would observe her interactions with the teacher, student teacher and children. I developed a stronger relationship with the principal and assistant principal of
the second school, who were very willing to share their ideas and reflections on ideology and
pedagogy, as well as their hopes and concerns about their school, the community and the current
trajectory of education in the U.S.
Informed Consent
At the time of the initial exploratory study in 2004, the New York City Department of Education only required the informed consent of the participating teacher. Letters were sent home to
the parents/guardians of each child explaining my research and data collection methods (see Appendix). I also spoke with the parents during the orientation meeting at the beginning of the
school year and invited questions.
For the second part of the study in 2012, the New York City Department of Education required the informed consent of participating teachers and the parents/guardians of each child. As
Spanish was the primary language of many of the parents in this community, I had the consent
letters translated (see Appendix). A teacher at the school (not one of the participants) provided
the initial translation, which was then checked by a colleague of mine at Queens College who
runs the bilingual education program. Teachers signed consent forms prior to the first day of
school and included the forms in an information packet sent home to parents.
Because my research was being conducted with young children, I was not required to obtain
their assent, with the understanding that the informed consent of their parents/guardians would
server as a proxy. However, Fine and Sandstrom (1988) make the clear case for giving children
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“a real and legitimate opportunity to say that they do not want to participate in the research”
(p.31). With this in mind, I conferred with each teacher as to the best way to introduce myself to
the children in their classroom and explain my study in developmentally appropriate terms. Once
again, my training and experience teaching in a preschool program was beneficial. When I first
entered each classroom, I spent time during the morning meeting talking about my study and inviting and answering questions. Many of the children in these classes already knew my name,
because I had previously supervised student teachers in their classrooms. They knew me as a
professor at Queens College who taught their teacher. For those children, I had to explain that I
was going to be in their classroom this time for a different reason.
I had learned from the teachers in both schools that the children were familiar with the concept of citizenship, which was a vital part of the schools’ mission statements and curricula. The
term citizenship was used regularly in both schools, and so I used it in my explanation. I began
by telling them that I was not just a teacher, but a student, too, and that I wanted to learn about
their classroom community and what they were learning about citizenship. I explained that I
would be writing notes and using my phone to take pictures and also, sometimes, to record what
they were saying. I said that if anyone didn’t want me to take their picture or write what they
were doing and saying, they could tell me and it was okay, I wouldn’t be upset if someone didn’t
want to take part in the study. I am not sure if it was because I was familiar to many of the children or because they were used to adults observing their classrooms, but none of the children in
any of the classrooms in which I collected my data refused to participate in the study. They were
curious and asked questions, which I answered. Throughout the months that I spent in each
school, children would often come over to where I was writing and ask about my notes (which I
shared with them), but no one ever asked me to stop.
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Interpretive Validity
In designing the research methodology for this study, my goal was to discover what children
knew and understood about democratic practice by observing their activity within the classroom
setting. When working with young children, observation can provide a primary source of
information. However, it is important to acknowledge that the observer is not neutral, but rather
sees the world through her own lens. As Harding (1991) argues, however, it is possible to
achieve strong objectivity by clarifying that lens, by becoming aware of our perspective and how
our values and beliefs enter into our perceptions. With this in mind, I developed a strong
theoretical framework to guide my observations, beginning with definitions of democracy,
citizenship and civic engagement.
As the sole researcher observing, analyzing and interpreting data, I knew that to achieve a
measure of interpretive validity, I would have to truly enter the world of the participants, to attain
a level of communication and shared perspective that approached intersubjectivity. How would I
determine with any certainty how the participants in this study—that is, the children and teachers
in a particular classroom—perceive the situation? Would I be able to situate myself within the
classroom community in such a way as to understand what was happening from the point of
reference of the participants? While there are benefits to directly observing behavior within a
given natural setting, rather than utilizing a controlled experimental approach (e.g., structured
scenarios), there is a risk in assuming the properties of a given situation or setting, or in assigning psychological intent to observed behavior.
Cole and Scribner (1974) argue that, in order to understand the significance of the participants’ actions within a given social context, the observer should, in some sense, be a member of
the subculture in which the setting occurs and must have participated in the given setting in roles
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similar to those taken by the participants. How do my own experiences with school compare to
those of my participants—students, teachers and parents?
Growing up in New York City during the 1960s, I attended public schools from kindergarten
through high school graduation. This experience was both similar and dissimilar to the experiences of the children attending the two New York City public schools included in this study. The
Village School, an alternative parent-teacher collaborative school in lower Manhattan, and La
Escuelita, an early childhood school with a mostly Hispanic population, were in many ways as
different from my school experiences as they were from one another. Each school has a unique
culture, and this culture is, in itself, dynamic and changing through the years.
However, there are certain universal properties of being a student in a New York City public
elementary school. There are the multi-level brick buildings with long hallways lined with rectangular classrooms, general education teachers and curriculum teachers, various levels of administrators leading up to the New York City Board of Education, parent-teacher associations,
multiple classes at each grade level, assessments and standardized tests that determine whether or
not you will move to the next grade. There are lessons in reading and writing, mathematics and
science, social studies and current events. There are the small concrete playgrounds with tall
fences, noisy cafeterias, recess and teacher’s aides. There are homework assignments and parentteacher conferences. And there is the surrounding urban community within which the school is
embedded. While some things change, I am always struck whenever I walk into a public elementary school in New York City with how familiar it all seems. As an adult, it is not a simple task
to walk in a child’s shoes. However, I will claim some familiarity with the role of the students in
my study.
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In more recent years, I have spent time in various New York City elementary school classrooms as a primary grade teacher, supervisor of student teachers, and on-site project coordinator
for the Family Heritage Project of the New York Association for New Americans. Since 1999 I
have been teaching New York City elementary and early childhood teachers in the undergraduate
and graduate programs at Queens College, City University of New York. In that capacity, I have
had to continuously acclimatize to new pedagogical theories, new technologies in the classroom,
new math and literacy programs, and especially new measures for testing the knowledge and
skills of students and teachers. In my capacity as a supervisor for student teachers, I have observed in each of the classrooms included in this study, and have seen firsthand the impacts of
educational policies such as the No Child Left Behind Act. Drawing upon these experiences, I
believe that I do share the perspective of the New York City public elementary school teachers
with whom I interacted during this study.
I no longer live in New York City. However, as a parent, I sent my two children to public
schools in my community from kindergarten through high school. I was an active member of the
parent-teacher association in my children’s elementary school and a parent representative on the
Site-Based Compact for Learning Team. I attended parent-teacher conferences and school performances. I also attended many school board meetings in my community. I know something of
the hopes and fears that parents feel when they entrust their children to teachers and administrators who may or may not share their values and perspectives.
These are the experiences and understandings that I was able to bring to my observations
and analysis. Throughout my data collection, the New York City public elementary school classrooms in which I spent time were always comfortable and familiar settings. In my conversations
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with parents, teachers, administrators and students I believe that I was able to achieve a level of
intersubjectivity that allowed me to engage and analyze their experiences.
Denzin (1970) describes four types of triangulation, two of which (methodological triangulation and theoretical triangulation) have particular relevance to my data collection and analysis.
In addition to engaging participants in conversation to elicit their interpretations of actions and
interactions that I had observed in the classroom, I triangulated the data using multiple methods
of data collection (field notes, audio tapes, photographs, interviews) and a variety of sources
(teachers, children, administrators and parents) within the study setting for information and interpretation. In addition, I approached the analysis from multiple theoretical perspectives.
Choosing a Research Setting
There were two distinct stages in the implementation of my research. I began in 2004-2005
with an exploratory study to examine how a primary grade classroom in a public elementary
school might function as a participatory democracy and the role such a classroom environment
might play in young children’s developing understanding of democratic citizenship. My threefold purpose in this pilot study was: (1) to elucidate the characteristics that define an educational
community whose goal is authentic democratic participation for all students; (2) to ascertain how
administrators, teachers and parents in such an educational community create opportunities for
young children to experience and practice the values and skills of citizens in a democratic society, and (3) to generate a conceptual model of democratic practice in a primary grade classroom.
When I initially conceived this exploratory study, I wanted to find a New York City public
elementary school with a strong commitment to democratic education. In the early part of the
20th century, Dewey argued that a democratic society must promote an educational philosophy
that fosters freedom of thought and critical reflection, and that one of the primary responsibilities
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of the public schools is to prepare children for active participation and engagement in civic affairs (Dewey, 1916a, 1937). Although there was never a time in our nation’s educational history
when the civic mission Dewey envisioned for the public schools was wholly achieved (despite a
strong movement in that direction during the 1960’s and 70’s), the balance shifted dramatically
with the publication in 1983 of A Nation at Risk. By the 1990’s, “the idea of democratic schools
(had) fallen on hard times” (Beane & Apple, 1995, p. 2). And yet, there are individual schools
within the public education system that embrace—to a greater or lesser extent—the tenets of
democratic education.
There were two assumptions that strongly influenced my choice of a setting for the pilot
study. First, democracy cannot work only for the dominant culture; a democratic government
must represent all of its citizens. It was important to find a setting that would mirror the realities
of democratic governance in a diverse society—both the opportunities and the barriers. I wanted
to choose a public school embedded within a dynamic urban environment where the population
would reflect the socioeconomic, racial and ethnic diversity of our society.
The second assumption concerns the rights of young children. Generally, public schools in
the U.S. function as hierarchical power structures that reflect the ideology of the dominant culture and recreate the inequities found in society. Yet participation is a fundamental right of citizenship (Hart, 1992) It was important, for the purposes of the pilot study, to find a democratic
school that was ideologically dedicated to the Deweyan vision of involving young children in
authentic and developmentally appropriate participation and decision making. A school that embraced a participatory democratic model of citizenship, rather than a hierarchical leadership
model. A school that was committed to a transformation, rather than to recreating the status quo.
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It would remain to be seen whether this ideology translated into the practices of teachers and
administrators.
In 2004, I was teaching in a graduate program within the Elementary and Early Childhood
Education Department at Queens College, CUNY that strongly supports the civic mission of the
public schools and seeks to place student teachers in schools that also embrace this goal. It was
through this program that I found the first research setting for my pilot study, an alternative
public elementary school on the Lower East Side of Manhattan whose demographics reflect the
diversity of the vibrant and dynamic urban community within which it is embedded and whose
educational approach is actively influenced by Deweyan philosophy. I contacted the principal,
who expressed enthusiastic support of my goal to find the roots of civic competence in early
childhood. The preliminary analysis of the data from this pilot study provided a conceptual perspective, eight years later, when I returned to the same questions.
When I returned once again to the theme of democratic education in 2012, the educational
climate had shifted further in the direction of high-stakes testing and narrow curriculum. However, there was also a renewed interest in the importance of developing civic engagement and participation in young people. This time, to broaden the database I wanted to find a traditional urban
public school, rather than an alternative school known for its commitment to democratic education. Once again, I turned for suggestions to my colleagues in the Elementary and Early Childhood Education program at Queens College who supervise student teachers in schools throughout New York City.
I discovered my second research setting, an early childhood (PreK-2) public school in
Queens, when a colleague who has been supervising student teachers at the school since its inception in 2001 asked me to supervise a cohort of graduate student teachers for two six-week

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

79

placements in Spring 2012. During that time I came to know most of the staff and faculty at the
school. In June 2012, when I approached the principal and assistant principal with my research
proposal, they expressed an interest and graciously opened their doors to me.
The research settings that I chose for this study are both urban public schools whose students
are drawn from vibrant and diverse urban communities, and whose goal is to be a part of the fabric of these communities. The educators and administrators of these schools view education as a
transformative activity and support the principles of collaboration, experiential learning, and civic engagement. Although one school is known as a progressive alternative while the other is a
traditional public school, the mission statements of both of these schools emphasize the important role of public education in a democratic society, teaching children how to balance individual freedom and social responsibility (Beane & Apple, 1995; Dewey, 1916a; Westheimer &
Kahne, 2004). Each of these schools serves a diverse urban population and each is dedicated to a
philosophy of education that emphasizes critical thinking, social justice, and equal opportunity
for all children. Each school is also committed to engaging students in inquiry-based experiential
learning through the arts.
These two schools and the classrooms within them, with their unique communities of practice, are embedded within dynamic and multidimensional historical, social and political systems.
It is important, therefore, to briefly describe the structure of the New York City school system as
it was organized during the 2004-2005 school year when I conducted my exploratory study and
again during the 2012-2013 school year when I returned to the research.
The New York City School System
The New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) is the largest system of public
schools in the United States, with nearly 1,700 schools across the five boroughs, approximately
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1.1 million students, 136,000 employees and a $23 billion budget. According to the NYDOE
website, about 40% of students in New York City’s public school system live in households
where a language other than English is spoken (http://schools.nyc.gov). In a New York City Department of Planning report on demographic and enrollment trends in New York City schools, in
2000, Hispanic and Latino students comprised approximately 38% of the student population, followed by African Americans (35%), European Americans (15%) and Asian Americans (12%).
(http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp)
In 2002, the city’s school system was reorganized and control was given to the mayor. In
June 2009, the New York State Senate declined to renew mayoral control; however, in August
2009 the decision was reversed and mayoral control was reinstated. Revisions included expanded
oversight of principals by the district superintendents and the creation of a task force to oversee
mayoral control. The Chancellor, who is appointed by the mayor, heads the central office of the
NYCDOE (http://schools.nyc.gov).
In 2003, under the leadership of Chancellor Joel I. Klein, the New York City school system
was reorganized from 32 community school districts into ten regions, each of which included
approximately 120 schools. Each region contained several community school districts, as well as
the high schools located within their geographic boundaries, and a support center that served as
the central hub for instructional leadership and parent support. Within the administrative hierarchy of each region, a regional superintendent supervised 10-12 local instructional superintendents, each of whom was then responsible for a network of 10-12 schools. Principals within
each network reported directly to the local instructional superintendent assigned to lead that network. According to The New York City Department of Education website, the purpose of this
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new structure was to provide each school “greater individualized support and supervision”
(http://schools.nyc.gov).
Schools within the Department of Education were divided into two categories: zoned and
unzoned. A neighborhood, or zoned, school guaranteed a place for all students who lived within
the designated area of the school. However, many of these zoned schools also accepted children
from outside their immediate neighborhood, often using a lottery system. Unzoned schools, also
called alternative schools, option schools, choice schools or magnet schools, were usually different in some way from the majority of schools. They might be smaller or offer a specific teaching
method or curriculum focus. Students could apply to these schools from anywhere in the district,
or sometimes even the borough or city (http://schools.nyc.gov).
In 2007, Chancellor Klein once again reorganized the city school system, disbanding the regions and giving principals more authority over budget, curriculum and hiring decisions in exchange for accountability, as measured by certain benchmarks on standardized tests. Superintendents no longer supervised the day-to-day operations of individual schools, and instead evaluated
principals annually on the basis of such measures as year-to-year growth in test scores. Network
leaders functioned as mentors for principals. These networks were not geographically based, and
networks typically had schools in three, four or even five boroughs. The networks worked under
the supervision of school support organizations, some of which were operated by the DOE and
some of which were operated by not-for-profit organizations such as New Visions for Public
Schools. Some school support organizations offered help improving instruction, while others focused on support for operations such as budget (http://schools.nyc.gov).
On January 22, 2010, to reduce administrative costs, Chancellor Klein reorganized the
school system yet again, eliminating the School Support Organizations and the Integrated Ser-
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vice Centers that had been created in 2007 and expanding the Children First Networks to serve
the entire system. The Children First Networks offer service that is similar to that provided by
the old districts and combine instructional support with "operations" such as payroll, human resources, legal services, food and transportation. However, unlike the districts, the Children First
Networks are not defined by geography. Many networks currently have schools in three or more
boroughs (http://schools.nyc.gov).
In November 2010, Joel Klein resigned as Chancellor of the New York City Schools and
was briefly replaced by Cathleen Black, a media executive with no background or experience in
public education. In April 2011, three months after her controversial appointment, Black stepped
down and was replaced by the Deputy Mayor Dennis M. Walcott, who was the Chancellor until
January 2014, when newly-elected mayor Bill de Blasio appointed Carmen Fariña, a highly
experienced New York City educator. Ms. Fariña is a former teacher and principal and served as
Deputy Chancellor from 2004-2006.
The Changing Sociopolitical Landscape of Education
Historically, the New York City public school system has cycled between centralized and
decentralized leadership since the first Board of Education was founded in 1842. For the greater
part of the twentieth century, from 1901-1969, a centralized Board of Education, with members
from each borough appointed by the mayor, had full control of the schools. In 1969, in the midst
of teacher strikes and community protests, New York City Mayor John Lindsay yielded mayoral
control of the Board of Education and began a process of decentralization, reorganizing the
school system into 32 community-controlled school districts and a Board of Education made up
of seven members appointed by borough presidents and the mayor. Elementary and middle
schools were under the local control of elected community school boards, while high schools
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were under the auspices of the central Board of Education. For the next 32 years, this was the
organization that remained in place.
In 2002, Mayor Michael Bloomberg began the process of once again centralizing control of
the schools. Over the next ten years, the New York City school system underwent a rapid series
of significant changes. In my analysis of the data collected from The Village School and La Escuelita, it was important to recognize the impacts—on parents, teachers, administrators and
school curriculum—of the organizational turbulence within the hierarchical structure of the New
York City school system and the changes that occurred between the initial data collection in
2004-2005 and the second wave of data collection in 2012-2013.
At the time of the initial data collection at The Village School in 2004-2005, the city schools
were beginning their second year of a profound reorganization, under the leadership of Chancellor Klein, from a decentralized system of locally controlled community school districts to a
centralized system of regional (and mayoral) control. Community school boards had been
disbanded, schools districts had been organized into ten (nongeographic) regions and the Board
of Education had been replaced by the New York City Department of Education. Reform efforts
were strongly focused on creating and implementing a standardized curriculum throughout the
city schools and on greater accountability through standardized measures of school achievement.
By the time of the second wave of data collection at La Escuelita in 2012-2013, the New
York City school system had again been reorganized, not once but twice, in 2007 and again in
2010. The ten regions were disbanded and principals were given more authority over budget,
curriculum and hiring decisions, in exchange for new measures of accountability. Chancellor
Klein had resigned, to be briefly replaced by Cathleen Black, who resigned after only three
months and was replaced by Dennis Walcott. The Department of Education implemented several
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new measures of accountability: the School Survey, which evaluates the school experience from
the point of view of parents, students and teachers; the Quality Review Report, a peer review that
evaluates curriculum and instruction; and the controversial School Progress Report (otherwise
known as the School Report Card), which provides each school with a letter grade (A-F) based
upon student progress as measured by achievement on standardized tests.
During those eight years, the social and political landscape of public education in the U.S.
was also in a process of continuous transformation. The No Child Left Behind Act essentially
institutionalized the shift in focus of educational policy from content standards to achievement
standards as a means of holding schools accountable for student learning. Federal funding of
schools was tied to student performance on standardized written examinations in reading and
mathematics, with sanctions for failure. Implementing the goals of NCLB required state and
local governments to rethink the structure, organization and delivery of public school education.
One result of educational policy initiatives at federal, state and local levels toward narrow
measures of accountability has been an ever-increasing shift in the primary grade curriculum
during the past decade from rich content in various subject areas (such as social studies) to basic
skills (Levine et al., 2008). The omission of social studies—civics, history and current events—
from the high-stakes assessments used to measure student achievement “signal(ed) its status as a
second-class subject, a conclusion held by too many superintendents, principals, teachers and
students nationwide” (Campaign for the Civic Mission of Schools, 2013). Thus, it was important
to also consider the impacts of this changing social and political landscape on the meaning and
realization of democratic practices in the classroom. Teachers and administrators at La Escuelita
in 2012-13 were working within stronger constraints at every level of educational policy; actions
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and decisions that had once been commonplace might have heightened significance as an expression of commitment to democratic values in the classroom.
The Participants
The information presented here was pulled together from various publicly available sources,
including the NYCDOE website, Insideschools.org, and each school’s webpage, as well as from
my initial visits to each school to present my research proposal. I have changed the names of all
places and people included in the study. Thus, I will refer to the school in Lower Manhattan as
The Village School and to the school in northwestern Queens as La Escuelita del Corazón.
The Village School
I conducted observations and collected data at The Village School over five months during
the 2004-2005 school year for a research project implemented as a requirement for the Developmental Psychology program at The Graduate Center of the City University of New York. The
Village School is an unzoned (choice) school in District 1 (Region 9) of the New York City public school system with students in grades preK-6. According to the New York City Public
Schools 2005-2006 Annual School Report Supplement, the school’s educational philosophy is
“shaped and guided by democratic principles” (NYCDOE, 2006). The school serves children
from throughout the district and also accepts children from all boroughs through a lottery system.
Mixed-age classes allow children to stay with the same teacher for two years, although classes
are flexible and depend upon enrollment.
The school’s mission statement notes that social action and community involvement shape
and guide the curriculum. According to the school’s website, teachers, parents and administrators
of The Village School are committed to “building a school that challenges inequities, honors di-
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versity and models democratic processes” and to “helping children develop a sense of responsibility for their actions and the impact of those actions on the community.”
The parent/school/community relationship is an essential component of the educational philosophy of The Village School. The initial drive to establish an alternative public school in this
community came from parents who were seeking an educational alternative modeled on successful progressive schools. The Village School was the first parent-teacher collaborative school established on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. When the school first opened its doors in 1987,
it was committed to three essential ideals:
• Child-centered, experience-based curriculum
• Fostering understanding and cooperation among the diverse racial and ethic groups in the
community
• An inclusive democratic environment run collaboratively among staff and parents
According to the school’s website, the School Leadership Team, which includes teachers,
parents, and administrators, meets on a regular basis to collaboratively discuss and plan. Decisions are by consensus. These meetings are open to the entire school community. In addition, the
school holds bi-monthly Town Meetings, run by students and teachers, and also open to the
school community. The student government includes two representatives from each class at every grade level.
Aesthetic education is also an essential element of the educational process at The Village
School. Activities include classes in music, art, theater and movement, as well as artists-inresidence programs and student performances. All students at all grade levels participate in these
programs.
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The school is located on the Lower East Side in an urban community with a dynamic and
diverse socioeconomic and ethnic population. A comparison of population statistics from the
2000 U.S. Census and the 2010 U.S. Census shows evidence that significant demographic
changes were occurring in the community during the time of the study (New York City Department of City Planning, 2013). While the total population remained fairly stable (-0.7%), there
was a significant increase in the number of residents who identify as White Non-Hispanic (14%)
with corresponding decreases in the number of residents who identify as Black (2.9%), Asian
(4.6%) and Hispanic (9.1%).
I first visited the school in Spring 2004 to meet with the principal. Walking the four blocks
from the subway station to the school, I passed grocery stores and restaurants, a high school, two
community gardens and a well-maintained children’s playground with fairly up-to-date equipment. A large city-maintained park is a few blocks from the school. The community was (and
still is today) a vibrant urban neighborhood, alive with activity at all times of the day. Early in
the morning, at midday, or after school there are people working and playing, walking dogs, and
supervising preschool-age children in the playground. The two community gardens are well
maintained and welcoming.
The Village School shares quarters with another alternative public elementary school and a
District 75 (Special Education) school in a large five-story red brick school building built in the
early 1900’s and reflecting the typical construction of that time, with classrooms lining either
side of long hallways. Most of the classrooms are rectangular, with the door leading into the
hallway on one long wall, which is also lined with closets, while the opposite long wall is lined
with windows. As in many older school buildings, most of the windows can be opened, but not
without effort.
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Figure 1: Main entrance of The Village School

The main entrance for all three schools is in the middle of the block, wide stone stairs leading up to heavy metal doors painted a bright red (Fig. 1). Once you walk through the outer doors
you climb another short set of stairs, walk through a set of inner wooden doors, and into a large
anteroom. The school security guard sits at a desk directly in front of the stairs that lead to all of
the schools. To the left is an open area, and to the right are doors leading to an auditorium and a
cafeteria, both of which are shared spaces for all three schools.
The Village School occupies the entire fourth floor of the building and shares space with another school on the second floor. Most classrooms are on the fourth floor, along with a small
gym, special education staff offices, and the art studio. The prekindergarten/kindergarten classrooms, science class, and most offices are on the second floor. There is no elevator in the building. A small, enclosed asphalt playground with minimal climbing equipment is located at the
side of the building.
Enrollment is by choice within the district (there are several elementary schools all within a
few block radius) and then open to the wider community by lottery. At the time of the study,
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most students were from the community, but several came by subway from other parts of the
city. During the 2004-2005 school year there were 187 students in nine mixed-age classes from
prekindergarten through sixth grade. The demographic makeup of the student population at that
time was 11.2% white, 29.4% black, 47.1% Hispanic and 12.3% Asian/Pacific Islander (Fig. 2),
which was representative of the surrounding community. Only 3.7% of the enrolled students
were considered recent immigrants (immigrated to the U.S. within the last three years), which is
well below the NYC average (9.1%). Recent immigrants attending The Village School at that
time were from countries including China, Columbia, and Ethiopia (NYCDOE, 2006).

Hispanic
Black

11%
12%

47%

30%

Figure 2: Student population of The Village School (NYCDOE, 2006)

As evidenced in Figure 3, the socioeconomic and other social demographics of The Village
School were, in some ways, typical of similar public schools in New York City and in other
ways quite dissimilar. The number of children enrolled at The Village School who were eligible
to receive free lunch was 68%, as compared with an average of 74% in similar schools. The
community was not home to a large population of new immigrants, and so the number of children who were second-language learners (4.8%) was well below the average for similar schools
(14.3%).
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Figure 3: Demographics of The Village School (NYCDOE, 2006)

The most striking statistic concerned the number of referrals to special education. As compared with an average of 3.3% of total enrollment, nearly 25% of students enrolled at The Village School at that time received services for special education. The school had a full inclusion
policy for students with special educational needs, which meant that these students were integrated within the general population classrooms, with pullout programs for speech and literacy.
The SETSS specialist worked and planned alongside the classroom teachers and visited each
classroom during the school day. At the time of the study, the school did not have the resources
(there was no elevator in the building) or the staff to work with students who required full-time
one-to-one assistance in the classroom or physical therapy. Thus, most of the 25% of the enrolled
students with special needs had various learning disabilities, and/or emotional or behavioral disorders. Over the years the school has developed a “playground reputation” (i.e., word of mouth)
for an individualized, child-centered approach to handling children with emotional and/or behavioral problems. The special education staff is committed to working not just with students who
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are mandated, but with those considered at risk. Thus, there is a strong academic intervention
program in place.
Administration and Staff
The Village School was established in the 1980’s as a parent-teacher collaborative school
through the effort of parents in the community who were seeking an educational alternative
modeled on successful progressive schools. During the 1990’s the school experienced numerous
difficulties including a struggle for balance-of-power between parents and teachers. In September 2002 a long-time faculty member and educator well grounded in the philosophy of progressive education was appointed as the new principal.
At the time of the study, the staff at The Village School included ten general classroom
teachers, a visual arts teacher, and a theater arts teacher. In addition to the SETSS teacher and
literacy coach, the special education staff included full-time reading specialist, math coach and
IEP specialist, as well as part-time psychologist, occupational therapist, speech therapist, social
worker and family assistant.
The Classroom
In Spring 2004 I met with the principal, to whom I will refer as Lara (teachers and administrators at The Village School are addressed by their first names by parents, children and visitors).
In initial discussions with Lara I proposed working with a class at the primary grade level, which
would give me the opportunity to observe how children are initially introduced to the culture of
the school and how children understand and enact the concepts of democratic practice at the
most concrete level. Lara introduced me to Robyn, an experienced first/second grade teacher,
who had been teaching at The Village School for many years and strongly embraced the school’s
progressive philosophy. Robyn was in her early 50’s at the time of the study. When we first met
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she was wearing a long, flowing skirt and a colorful scarf over her head. She is a visual artist, as
well as a Montessori-trained teacher, and she believes that her artistic background has helped her
understand how to create a classroom environment in which children can learn. Robyn has been
actively involved with The Village School since its creation, first as a parent and then as a teacher. Her philosophy in the classroom is based upon the Montessori tenet of “freedom within
structure.” After we discussed the proposal, Robyn expressed enthusiasm about participating in
the study.
I arrived early one morning in January 2005 to begin my research. As the children had not
yet arrived, Robyn and I spoke briefly about how she would introduce me to the children. We
decided that I would speak with them during the morning meeting, after the preliminary daily
routines were completed. I explained why I was there and invited the children to ask questions.
At that time, there were 24 students in Robyn’s first/second grade class: 15 first graders (seven
boys and eight girls) and nine second graders (four boys and five girls). There was a new child in
the class, a first-grade girl who recently moved from Tibet to New York and joined the class just
that week. Most of the students in Robyn’s class lived in the neighborhood, but several commuted by subway from as far as Brooklyn.
Robyn’s classroom at that time was on the fourth floor, at the end of a short hallway
shared with three other classrooms. Next to Robyn’s classroom was a second/third grade classroom, across the hall was a third/fourth grade classroom, and down the hall was the other
first/second grade classroom. The classes were often engaged in collaborative work and learning
activities often spilled over the boundaries of the individual classrooms. Thus, it was not unusual
to see groups of students working together in the hallways outside the classrooms or moving between classrooms.
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La Escuelita del Corazón (Little School of the Heart)
La Escuelita del Corazón is a NYC public school for early childhood education (PreK-2) located in District 30 in northwestern Queens. Although it is considered a magnet school for the
arts, La Escuelita is essentially a community school that draws 90% of its students from the surrounding neighborhood, with a 10% variance built in to allow for students from other parts of the
district and non-district students.
The school’s mission statement emphasizes a collaborative educational environment wherein administrators, teachers, parents and children work together to “foster a love of learning and
the creative arts” (Insideschools, 2012). The mission statement introduces the concept of an educational family that is mutually responsible for helping the children to “meet the performance
standards and achieve academic excellence.”
La Escuelita is located in northwestern Queens in a densely populated, vibrant working class
community that is home to many new immigrants and foreign-born residents from Colombia,
Ecuador, and the Dominican Republic, as well as China, Peru, Mexico and India (Center for Urban Research, 2011). According to the most recent census data, 64.7% of the residents identify
as Hispanic or Latino, while an additional 8.7% identify as Asian (U.S. Census, 2010). Statistics
from the most recent census indicate a diverse neighborhood: White 34%, Black or African
American 20%, Asian or Southeast Asian 18%, Other 30% (U.S. Census, 2010).
The school is located on the corner of a busy thoroughfare in northwestern Queens. On the
same block, adjacent to La Escuelita, is a middle school (grades 5-8). The windows of many
classrooms look down onto the schoolyard of the middle school and the children can see and
hear the adolescents in the schoolyard, before and after school and during recess. Some of the

1
2
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children at La Escuelita told me that they have siblings or other relatives who attend the middle
school.

Figure 4: Main entrance of La Escuelita del Corazón

The school first opened in 200l “in a brand new sparkling building with cheerful yellow
doors” (Insideschools, 2012). The newly constructed building (Fig. 4) was designed specifically
for early childhood classes. Thus, the rooms are larger than average with adequate natural lighting and the hallways are wide and brightly colored with large bulletin boards to display the children’s work. All classrooms are wired for computers and Internet access and include Smart
Boards.
The three-story building meets all requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act for barrier-free construction, with ramps, wide hallways and two elevators. There are
shared multi-stall bathrooms between every two classrooms, except for a few classrooms that
have individual bathrooms. There is no dedicated indoor gymnasium. Instead, there is a multipurpose room with a stage that is used as an auditorium, meeting space, music room, and performance space. There is a small outdoor playground enclosed with a high fence. The play-
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ground has up-to-date climbing equipment, as well as several trees that provide some natural environment.
The school kitchen and cafeteria, faculty/staff lunchroom, main office, parent coordinator’s
office and prekindergarten classrooms are located on the ground floor. The kindergarten classrooms are on the second floor, as is the library, which is large and well stocked with a diverse
collection of age-appropriate multicultural books. The first and second grade classrooms are on
the third floor, as is the multipurpose room and the assistant principal’s office. All of the classrooms are organized along the outer walls, in a square formation, with the multipurpose room,
library and various offices located along the inner walls. The inner rooms do not have windows.
When you enter the building, you immediately see the security desk where all visitors sign
in. The cafeteria, which also serves as an auditorium when the multipurpose room is not available, is to the right of the main corridor. Just outside the cafeteria is a small wooden bench that is
often decorated with seasonal displays. Above the bench is a sign welcoming visitors to the
school. The school mission statement and school motto are displayed beneath the welcome banner, which is flanked by signs displaying, in both English and Spanish, the ten values that are the
basis of monthly unit lessons. These are: Friendship, Kindness, Honesty, Sharing, Gratitude,
Forgiveness, Tolerance, Respect, Patriotism and Citizenship (Fig 5). Beyond the security desk
there is one wide central corridor leading to the main office and the first elevator. The walls
throughout the school are decorated with bulletin boards that display the children’s work.
The school enrollment for 2012-2013 was 388 students in grades PreK-2. According to the
most recent data on the NYC Department of Education website, the demographic breakdown of
the student population is approximately 85% Hispanic, 10% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3% white
and 2% black (Fig. 6), which is fairly representative of the surrounding community.
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Figure 5: Inside the main entrance of La Escuelita

Figure 5: Inside the main entrance of La Escuelita del Corazón.

The school website highlights strong school-community partnerships and a commitment to
the neighborhood within which it is embedded. An example of this commitment is La Escuelita’s
dual language program, which begins in kindergarten. Students are taught in Spanish and English on alternate days, and learn to read and write in both languages. In addition to the dual language program, the school has cooperatively-taught bilingual and inclusion classes at every
grade level, which allows for small group lessons.
A strong parent/school relationship is reflected in the 2010-2011 NYCDOE School Survey.
With 86% of parents responding, La Escuelita received the following scores (out of 10):
Academic Expectations:
Communication:
Engagement:
Safety and Respect

8.8
8.8
8.7
9.4
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Parents responding to the survey indicated that they were satisfied or very satisfied with
home/school communication and opportunities to be involved with their children’s education
(98%), that the school communicates with them in a language they can understand (100%), that
they feel welcome in the school (100%), and that the school makes it easy for them to attend
meetings by holding them at different times of the day, providing an interpreter, or in other ways
(97%).

Figure 6: Student population of La Escuelita del Corazón (NYCDOE, 2012).

According to the school website the teachers and administrators of La Escuelita make a
strong effort to include parents in the decision-making process. The parent coordinator’s office is
located right at the main entrance of the school. In my initial interview with the school principal,
she emphasized that and the parent coordinator is accessible and committed to working with and
meeting the needs of parents in this linguistically diverse and mostly working class community.
Parent workshops are scheduled for morning, afternoon and evening to accommodate parents’
work schedules. There are many after school programs for parents: technology classes, classes
aimed at helping parents learn how to assist their children in reading, writing, and homework,
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and adult ESL classes. There is also a parent dance group and the school plans trips that include
families and the broader community.
Students at La Escuelita wear a school uniform that consists of white shirt, navy blue pants
or skirt (girls may wear either), red sweater, red necktie and black shoes. Children are required to
wear the uniform, although according to NYCDOE regulations parents may opt out. In the four
months that I spent at the school I did not see any child whose parents had chosen this option,
although on occasion a child would come to school on a particular day not wearing the uniform.
Although there is no formal dress code for teachers, in my initial interview with the principal she
told me that she encourages teachers to present a neat and tidy appearance as a role model for the
children. While I saw teachers wearing a wide variety of outfits during my time at La Escuelita,
both formal and casual, I did not see any teachers, paraprofessionals or student teachers who did
not comply with this request.
According to socioeconomic data from the school’s 2010-11 Comprehensive Educational
Plan, 79% of the children enrolled at La Escuelita are eligible for free lunch, which is slightly
higher than the average for similar schools in NYC (Fig. 7). Although the number of recent immigrants in the school is less than 1%, the number of children who are English Language Learners is 45%, which is well above the NYC average. The school’s mission statement highlights
their commitment to providing differentiated instruction “to maximize the intellectual, social and
emotional growth of all (the) children,” and there are multiple inclusion classes at each grade
level, which may account for the fact that 16% of the total enrollment at the school comprises
learners with special needs.

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

99

Special Education

Free Lunch

English Language
Learners

Recent Immigrants

Recent Immigrants

English Language
Learners

Free Lunch

Special Education
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 7: Demographics of La Escuelita del Corazón (CEP, 2010-11).	
  

La Escuelita del Corazón is a magnet school for the arts and, as such, emphasizes a strong
commitment to cultural literacy and aesthetic education. Monthly unit lessons include study of
the Artist of the Month and the Composer of the Month. Children at all grade levels learn about a
wide range of artists such as Vincent Van Gogh, Georgia O’Keefe, Norman Rockwell and Diego
Rivera, and about composers ranging from Amadeus Mozart and Sergei Prokofiev to Joaquin
Rodrigo and Duke Ellington. Children at all grade levels participate in full-class dramatizations
of favorite stories, performing for parents and other classes on the stage in the multipurpose
room. Recent productions include a kindergarten performance of the folktale The Gingerbread
Man and a first grade enactment of Eric Carle’s Mister Seahorse. In each of these instances children created the costumes and scenery, as well as learning songs in both Spanish and English.
In addition to weekly music classes for all students and a unit study of the Composer of the
Month, the music program at La Escuelita includes extracurricular classes in recorder and violin,
as well as a Glee Club. Children who take part in these extracurricular music activities have the
opportunity to perform at the school and in the community. The school also partners with 92Y
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for additional music-related educational programs, which includes school visits from 92Y teaching artists and field trips to 92Y to see selected performances.
Administration and Staff
La Escuelita first opened its doors in 2001 as an early childhood (PreK-2) public school. The
current principal, Ms. Gutierrez, has been with the school since its inception. She was recently
described as “an energetic and enthusiastic cheerleader for her students and handpicked faculty”
(Insideschools.org, 2013). In my initial interview with Ms. Gutierrez she spoke about her high
expectations of both parents and students and her faith in their ability to succeed. The assistant
principal, Ms. Ruiz, is new to the school and to early childhood education; her previous experience is with middle school and high school administration. Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz, as well
as many of the teachers at La Escuelita, share a cultural heritage with the working class Hispanic
parents in this community.
At the time of the study, the administrative staff and faculty at La Escuelita included the
parent coordinator, a literacy/math coach, a bilingual/ESL facilitator, an IEP coordinator and an
ESL specialist/coordinator, as well as a full-time nurse, and two speech therapists (one full-time
and one part-time). The part-time also staff included a physical therapist, occupational therapist,
social worker and psychologist. In addition to twenty-two teachers in fifteen classrooms, the
full-time faculty included a music specialist, library/technology specialist, and science specialist.
The Classrooms
I first met with the principal and assistant principal to discuss my research proposal in June
2012. Both Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz expressed interest in the study and agreed to allow me to
recruit participants from among the kindergarten, first and second grade teachers.
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The fifteen classrooms at La Escuelita are organized as presented in Table 1. Each ICT class
has two full-time cooperating teachers and a paraprofessional. There is also a K-1 (12:1) bridge
class for children with special needs whose needs cannot be accommodated in the ICT classes.
Children in the bilingual classes transition out when they score at proficiency level on the NYS
English as a Second Language Achievement Test. The dual language classes are an opt-in program. Children in the dual language program continue with the same classmates through from
kindergarten through second grade. If a child is having academic difficulties in the dual language
program, the teacher and administrators will meet with the child’s parents to decide whether to
move the child into a monolingual class.

Bilingual/ICT
Monolingual/ICT
Monolingual
Dual Language
Self-Contained
(12:1)

Prekindergarten

Kindergarten

First Grade

Second Grade

1

2

2

1

1
1

1
1

1
1
1
1

	
  

	
  

	
  

Bridge
(K-1)
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
1

Table 1: Class organization at La Escuelita del Corazón.

For the purposes of this study, I spent time in four classrooms: two kindergarten classes, one
first grade class and one second grade class. All of the teachers that I observed had at least five
years experience teaching at La Escuelita, though not always in the same grade or with the same
cooperating teacher. One kindergarten class that I observed was a bilingual/ICT class with two
full-time cooperating teachers, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno. The other three classes were all part
of the opt-in dual language program: Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten class, Ms. Ramirez’s first grade
class and Ms. Marquez’s second grade class. I had spent time in all of these classrooms and with
each of these teachers while supervising student teachers during Spring 2012, though there had
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been some changes since then: Ms. Ramirez was teaching the first grade dual language class for
the first time. Each of these five teachers expressed interest in the research and enthusiastically
agreed to participate. Although class sizes fluctuated during the school year as children moved
between classes and, in one instance moved out of the district, at the time of my observations the
makeup of each class was as presented in Table 2.
	
  
Class
Teacher(s)
Teaching
Aide
Student
Teacher
Student
Observer
Total
Students
Boys
Girls

Kindergarten (K-1)
Bilingual/ICT
Ms. Amaro
Ms. Carreno
Ms.	
  Munoz	
  

Kindergarten (K-2)
Dual Language
Ms. Garcia

First Grade
Dual Language
Ms. Ramirez

Second Grade
Dual Language
Ms. Marquez

	
  

	
  

	
  

Ms. Kearny

Ms. Kearny
Jasmine

Maria

24

28

28

22

11
13

8
20

10
18

10
12

Table 2: Some facts about the classes at La Escuelita del Corazón.

When I arrived at the school for the first day of classes in September 2012, I visited each of
the four classrooms and was introduced to the children. Many of the children in the first and second grade classrooms already knew who I was because of the time I spent in their classrooms
the previous spring, but I explained that this time I was going to be observing for a different reason. I told them that I was interested in how children learn about the rules and rights and responsibilities of being good citizens, and that I wanted to learn how their classroom community
worked. I invited the children to ask questions and also let them know that they were welcome
to ask questions whenever I was in their classroom.
During the next five months, I divided my time among the four classrooms, spending at least
four weeks in each classroom. Although I visited and interacted with teachers and students in the
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four classrooms throughout my time at La Escuelita, I spent the majority of time each month in a
single classroom, to allow for a richer perspective in observing the daily activities of students
and teachers. I began my observations on the first day of school in September in Ms. Amaro and
Ms. Carreno’s bilingual/ICT kindergarten classroom so that I would have the opportunity to observe as these children—many of whom were attending school for the first time—were initially
introduced to the culture of La Escuelita and to the rules and responsibilities of the classroom.
By the time I moved to Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten classroom in mid-October, the children were
already somewhat familiar with the classroom practices and their teacher, which most likely
influenced their observed actions and interactions.
Data Collection
In this section I will talk in greater detail about the data collection process. There were two
distinct components to this research—the initial exploratory study that I conducted in 2004-2005
and the follow-up study conducted in 2012-2013.
The Village School
I first sent a copy of my research proposal to Lara, the principal of The Village School, in
Spring 2004. When I contacted her several days later she expressed interest in the study. I met
with her one week later to discuss the proposal in more detail and talk about which teachers
might be interested in participating. During our initial conversations Lara told me that she had
been involved with The Village School since its inception in 1987 as the first parent-teacher collaborative school on the Lower East Side. She was a teacher at the school during the 1990’s
when the struggle for balance of power between parents and teachers nearly ended the experiment. In September 2002, with the support of parents and faculty, Lara became the new principal
and began the process of rejuvenating the school and reestablishing the democratic foundations
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upon which it was initially created. Her goal, as she explained it to me, was to restore a sense of
balance among all of the participants in The Village School, to create a collaborative learning
environment in which responsibility was shared by teachers, students, parents and administrators,
and in which creative risk-taking was encouraged.
Lara spoke about her strong belief in Dewey’s principles regarding the role of public education in a democratic society. She also talked honestly and at some length about both the
strengths of The Village School and the difficulties that she and the faculty faced in trying to put
Dewey’s democratic principles into practice on a daily basis. She told me that she was interested
in what I—as an observer from outside the community of The Village School—would find and
what she and the faculty might learn from my analysis. What would my findings illustrate? What
aspects of the environment at The Village School would I discover that were most—and least—
conducive to a young child’s development of civic awareness and engagement?
We discussed my objective, which was to explore the early foundations of civic engagement in primary grade classrooms (K-2). I told Lara that I wanted to spend the majority of my
time in one classroom, observing in depth and developing a comprehensive and detailed perspective over several months, rather than visiting multiple classrooms. Lara told me that there were
two first/second grade classes at The Village School. One of the teachers was new to the school
community, while the other teacher, Robyn, had been involved with The Village School for
many years, first as a parent and then as a teacher. I asked to meet first with Robyn, whose long
involvement with the school community as both parent and teacher would—I believed—provide
a unique perspective. Lara agreed and added that she felt Robyn’s experience and embrace of the
school’s democratic principles allowed her to create a classroom environment that exemplified
what The Village School was striving to achieve.
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We walked upstairs from the main office on the second floor to Robyn’s classroom,
which was located on the fourth floor. There she introduced me to Robyn and we all sat down
together. I described the purpose and methodology of the study and what would be required as a
participant, explaining that I would be spending the next few months observing the daily activities of the classroom. We discussed how I would introduce myself and how my presence might
affect the children. We also talked about the letter that would be sent home to parents and guardians. Robyn expressed interest in the research and agreed to review the research proposal. When
I contacted her several days later, she agreed to participate and I sent her a letter of informed
consent.
It would be another six months until I received the necessary approval from the New
York City Department of Education. In the interim, I was asked to supervise six graduate student
teachers at The Village School during the Fall 2004 semester and I accepted. By the time I began
data collection in January 2005, I already knew my way around the neighborhood in which the
school was embedded, I was familiar with the physical layout of the building and I had met many
of the teachers and students.
From January-May 2005, I spent three full days each week at The Village School observing the daily activities of the class. I generally arrived between 7:30-8:00 am, as Robyn and her
assigned student teacher were preparing for the arrival of the children and remained until Robyn
finished her end-of-day routine. On most days I accompanied the students for classes such as art,
music, gym, and science, although sometimes I chose to remain with Robyn during her prep periods, to engage her in informal interviews.
I also attended the Town Meetings that were held twice a month for the entire school
community, including parents, students, teachers and administrators. I observed teachers and
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children engaged in class meetings and discussions, whole group lessons, small group work, individual work, partner-reading, and choice time. I kept detailed notes and running records of activities, interactions and conversations in which students and teachers engaged during these observations. I accompanied the class on field trips within the neighborhood and to the New York
Aquarium in Coney Island. I spent time with Robyn before and after the school day, as well as
with the special education teacher and the school director. During this time, they spoke with me
about their ideological perspectives and pedagogical approaches and reflected upon choices that
they had made during the day.
My preliminary analysis of the data collected during the five months that I spent in The
Village School helped to provide a model—a lens, if you will—through which I viewed the daily
activities of La Escuelita eight years later.
La Escuelita del Corazón (Little School of the Heart)
During Spring 2012 I was supervising nine graduate student teachers at La Escuelita. During
that time, I developed a strong working relationship with Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz, as well as
with many of the teachers and other faculty members. In June 2012 I sent Ms. Gutierrez and Ms.
Ruiz copies of my research proposal and then met with them to discuss it in greater detail. At
that time, we talked about which teachers might be interested in participating. Once I received
permission to recruit participants for the study, I approached teachers with whom I had developed a working relationship during the time I was supervising student teachers. Many of the
teachers expressed interest in the study. I sent each teacher who expressed interest a copy of the
research proposal for review. I then met with each teacher individually to discuss the purpose
and methodology of the study and to answer questions. I presented each teacher with a letter of
informed consent and explained what would be required as participants.
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However, when I arrived at the school to meet with teachers on the day before the students
arrived, there had been a number of changes in teaching assignments. Several teachers who had
originally agreed to participate had been reassigned to different grade levels and asked to drop
out of the study. Ms. Ramirez, who had been reassigned from second grade to first grade, was
still comfortable with participating. This meant that I was able to observe at least one class at
each grade level, and two different kindergarten classes.
From September-January during the 2012-2013 school year I spent three full days each
week at La Escuelita observing the daily activities of the four classes. I arrived between 7:308:00 am, as the teachers, teaching aides and student teachers were preparing for the arrival of the
children. On most days I remained until the end of the school day. I accompanied the students for
most specials classes such as music, library and science, although occasionally I chose to remain
with the classroom teachers during their prep periods. On most days I ate lunch with the teachers
in their classrooms, engaging in informal conversation about what I had observed and eliciting
their reflections.
I attended grade-level meetings at which teachers discussed curriculum, assessment and
procedures, and parent-teacher meetings at which teachers and parents discussed curriculum,
homework and expectations. I observed teachers and children engaged in whole class meetings
and discussions, small group lessons, independent work, and reading and writing partnerships. I
kept detailed notes and running records of activities, interactions and conversations in which students and teachers engaged during these observations. I attended school performances, award
ceremonies and assemblies, and accompanied the classes on field trips within the neighborhood
and to 92Y in Manhattan.
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Unit of Analysis
The unit of analysis that I used in this study was the enactments of democratic practice in
the classroom. What children know and understand about democratic practice became evident by
observing and analyzing how they engage within the classroom setting. My primary focus was
not simply the actions of individual teachers or children, but rather the overall classroom
culture—identifying the essential components that contribute to a sense of democratic
community within a classroom.
The following questions and sub-questions provided the lens through which daily classroom
activities were observed:
1) How do teachers and students collaboratively transform a primary grade classroom in a
school committed to creating a participatory democratic learning environment?
a) How do participants define their roles within the school community?
b) How does the school function within the broader community?
2) What are the affordances and boundaries to achieving active democratic participation in a
New York City public school classroom embedded within the current sociopolitical and
economic systems?
3) Does standardization of curriculum and assessment limit the goal of achieving active
democratic participation?
a) What is negotiable?
b) What is not?
4) How are the required elements of curriculum implemented?
a) Do children have the opportunity to take ownership of their learning?
b) What problem-solving strategies are available for children use?
5) How do administrators and teachers act to create a sense of community within the school and
within each classroom?
a) Is dialogue encouraged between students and teachers and among students?
b) Do children initiate dialogue? What is the scope of the dialogue?
c) Whose voices are encouraged? Whose voices are silenced?
d) Are there opportunities for participation? Engagement? Decision-making?
e) What cultural scaffolding is provided to help children become active participants?
6) How do children deal with conflicts?
a) Do they understand that people have different perspectives?
b) What tools are children given to develop the ability to express their point of view?
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c) What conflict resolution strategies are available to children?
7) How is space/time organized/utilized?
a) Is there flexibility?
b) Freedom of movement?
8) Who is involved in deciding upon and implementing classroom rules?
a) Do teachers follow the same rules as students?
b) How is it decided whether a rule should be changed?
c) What happens when classroom rules are broken?
9) Is there a balance and connection between the rights of individuals and of the community?
10) Do children have a sense of agency—a sense that they can individually make a difference
within the community?
Analyzing the Data
I utilized a three-prong approach to analyze the data, creating an array of descriptors regarding (1) the ideological framework that informs the practices of administrators and teachers in
participatory democratic learning communities; (2) how teachers and administrators enact these
principles; and (3) how these principles and practices are embodied within the activities of children. Taken together, these form the basis of the classroom culture within which children learn
about citizenship.
To understand how democratic practice is enacted in the classroom—that is, how teachers
create a culture of citizenship, the obstacles to achieving that culture and what young children
come to know about the rules, rights, and responsibilities of active participation in a democratic
society—I analyzed how teachers articulated democratic principles; how children embodied these principles in their daily activities within the classroom; and how adults and children engaged
and interacted within the school and classroom community. Data collected through observations,
interviews, audiotapes and photographs were analyzed and coded using the descriptors presented
in Table 3.
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Table 3: DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE IN THE CLASSROOM: RULES
IDEOLOGY

TEACHER PRACTICES

ENACTMENT

Issues of power, authority and
hierarchy should be transparent

Teachers provide transparency in
explicating rules and how they work

Children utilize classroom rules and
practices with one another

Children are encouraged to question
institutions and power structures that
create and reinforce inequities

Children participate in developing the
rules

Children articulate and teach rules to
other children

Children have a right to participate in
decisions that directly affect their lives

Teachers engage children in authentic
dialogue about rules, achievement and
assessment

Children use democratic rules and
practices outside the classroom (e.g.,
in the playground)

Complex issues have more than one
interpretation and not all problems
have simple, clear-cut resolutions

Children participate in creating their
own behavior management plans and
in deciding upon consequences when
rules are broken

Children resist or subvert the rules
when necessary

Parents’ concerns are given equal
weight in the school decision-making
process

Consequences are aimed at developing
self-discipline

Children take responsibility for their
school supplies

Teachers organize time and space to
support democratic classroom practice

Children take responsibility for
completing work/homework

Teachers negotiate constraints to
democratic classroom practice (e.g.,
mandated curriculum, standardized
assessment, embedded evaluation
systems)
Parents are given an equal voice in
establishing school procedures regarding discipline, homework, etc.

Children take responsibility for their
own time management

Children participate according to the
agreed-upon rules at school assemblies
and activities
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Table 3 (continued): DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE IN THE CLASSROOM: INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS
IDEOLOGY
TEACHER PRACTICES
ENACTMENT
Differences of gender, race, ethnicity,
The classroom setting affords a range
Children respect the rights of
social class, religion and ability are
of behaviors, opportunities and
classmates
valued for the cultural wealth they
decision-making
bring to the classroom
Differences in ability are appreciated
Teachers utilize the curriculum to
Children include those who are
as a positive force
develop understanding and respect for
different from themselves as equal
people of different ethnicities, gender,
members of the classroom community
social class, race, religion and ability
The achievement of students at all
levels is recognized and valued

Classroom practices foster a sense that
each individual can make a difference

Children respect differences of gender,
ethnicity, race, social class, religion
and ability

Inquiry and reflective thinking are
esteemed

Teachers create opportunities for
diverse voices and opinions to be part
of the dialogue
Teachers provide time/space to support
individual endeavors

Children refrain from negative or
hurtful comments toward one another

Children are empowered to engage in
dialogue

Teachers are respectful of others in the
classroom community, including
children, student teachers, and
paraprofessionals

Children actively support and
encourage one another

Parents’ diverse opinions are welcome
within the school community

Teachers provide opportunities for
each child to set individual goals and
reflect on their work toward achieving
those goals
Teachers use literature, storytelling
and role play activities to encourage
perspective-taking

Children take responsibility when they
are at fault and offer to make amends

Children are empowered to develop
diverse views and express a variety of
opinions, even those that may not be
popular

Teachers encourage children to
express diverse viewpoints and provide tools to engage in dialogue
Teachers and administrators encourage
parents to participate in the school
community
Teachers and administrators actively
seek input from parents in the school
decision-making process

Children listen to one another in class
discussions

Children respectfully express diverse
views and engage in authentic dialogue
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Table 3 (continued): DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE IN THE CLASSROOM: SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITIES
IDEOLOGY
TEACHER PRACTICES
ENACTMENT
There is concern for the welfare of
others, and for the dignity and rights of
individuals and minorities

Teachers use learning formats that
facilitate cooperation and collaboration

Children participate in transforming
the classroom community

There is the belief that each individual
can make a difference

Teachers scaffold the skills needed for
successful cooperation, collaboration
and participation

Children help one another, even if they
are not friends

Children are encouraged to take
responsibility for protecting the rights
of all individuals in the community

Teachers provide opportunities for
children to reflect on the quality of
their cooperation, collaboration and
participation
Teachers create opportunities for
shared decision-making

Children actively participate in group
projects

Teachers provide opportunities for
children to resolve conflicts and
facilitate problem solving
Teachers use class meetings to discuss
conflicts and ethical issues that arise in
the classroom

Children actively bring others (new
classmates) into the classroom culture

Teachers challenge children to reflect
upon real world dilemmas outside the
classroom

Children take responsibility for
resolving conflicts peacefully

Teachers provide opportunities for
children to participate in real world
problem solving in the school and
community

Children actively create and maintain a
sense of community in the classroom

Teachers create opportunities for
children to participate in school or
community social action projects

Children recognize that each
individual can make a difference

Children are given the tools to resolve
conflicts peacefully and independently
All voices are given equal weight in
the dialogue
Parents are considered equal partners
in their children’s education and the
school community

Teachers provide time/space to support
community activities
Teachers use literature, drama, stories
and music to explore real world issues
of social justice and equality
Teachers and administrators provide
opportunities for parents to transform
the school community

Children work together and help one
another to achieve the best academic
results

Children respect and take care of
communal property in the classroom
(desks, chairs, etc.)
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Ideology: The First Part of the Equation
Ideology is defined as the underlying principles that shape and inform teacher practices
within the broader mission of the school; that is, the intentions, expectations and aspirations that
shape teacher practices. How does the teacher envision her role within the scope of a participatory democratic classroom? How does the teacher view the role of school in helping children
develop a sense of civic engagement and social responsibility?
Teachers should be able to articulate democratic principles in discussing their pedagogical
beliefs and in reflecting on observed practices in the classroom. According to Beane and Apple
(1995) the philosophical principles that form the bedrock of democratic citizenship include (1)
open discourse, (2) respect for the individual, (3) inclusiveness and (4) concern for human rights.
OPEN DISCOURSE

Are	
  children	
  
empowered	
  to	
  
express	
  a	
  
variety	
  of	
  
opinions?	
  	
  

Are	
  all	
  voices	
  
given	
  equal	
  
weight	
  in	
  the	
  
dialogue?	
  	
  	
  

Are	
  inquiry	
  
and	
  re=lective	
  
thinking	
  
esteemed?	
  	
  

Is	
  there	
  an	
  
understanding	
  
that	
  complex	
  
issues	
  have	
  
more	
  than	
  one	
  
interpretation
?	
  	
  

 Are children empowered to express a variety of opinions, even those that may not be popular?
 Are all voices given equal weight in the dialogue?
 Are inquiry and reflective thinking esteemed?
 Is there an understanding that complex issues have more than one interpretation and that not
all problems have simple, clear-cut resolutions?
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RESPECT FOR THE INDIVIDUAL

Is	
  diversity	
  
valued	
  for	
  the	
  
cultural	
  wealth	
  
it	
  brings	
  to	
  
society?	
  

Do	
  children	
  
participate	
  
meaningfully	
  
in	
  decision-‐
making?	
  	
  

Are	
  parents'	
  
concerns	
  
valued	
  in	
  
school	
  
decision	
  
making?	
  	
  

Do	
  classroom	
  
practices	
  
foster	
  a	
  sense	
  
of	
  individual	
  
agency?	
  

 Are differences of gender, ethnicity, social class, race, religion and ability valued for the
cultural wealth they bring to society?
 Are children viewed as having a right to participate meaningfully in decisions that directly
affect their lives?
 Are parents’ concerns given equal weight in the school decision-making process?
 Do classroom practices foster the sense that each individual can make a difference?
INCLUSIVENESS

Are	
  children	
  
of	
  all	
  ability	
  
levels	
  given	
  
equal	
  voice?	
  

Are	
  their	
  
differences	
  
appreciated	
  
as	
  a	
  positive	
  
force?	
  

Are	
  their	
  
achievements	
  
recognized	
  
and	
  valued?	
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 Are children of all ability levels, including those with special needs, given equal voice in the
classroom community?
 Are their differences appreciated as a positive, rather than a negative, force?
 Are their achievements recognized and valued?
CONCERN FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Is	
  there	
  
concern	
  for	
  
the	
  dignity	
  
and	
  rights	
  of	
  
individuals?	
  

Are	
  children	
  
encouraged	
  to	
  
question	
  
existing	
  power	
  
structures?	
  

Are	
  children	
  
empowered	
  to	
  
develop	
  their	
  
own	
  points	
  of	
  
view?	
  

Do	
  children	
  
take	
  
responsibility	
  
for	
  protecting	
  
the	
  rights	
  of	
  
others?	
  

 Is there concern for the welfare of others, for the dignity and rights of individuals and minorities?
 Are children encouraged to question the existing institutions and power structures that create
and reinforce inequities and to seek solutions and strategies for change?
 Are children empowered to develop their own points of view, even though they may not be
traditional or popular?
 Are children encouraged to take responsibility for protecting the rights of all individuals in the
community?
Teacher Practices: How Democratic Principles Are Implemented
A focus on ideological principles can help to identify a teacher’s (or school’s) commitment
to democratic practice. But principles do not always translate into practice. In order to understand what children are learning about democratic participation and civic engagement in the
classroom, it is also necessary to examine how teachers implement these democratic principles
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within the classroom, that is, how ideology translates into practice. In addition to Beane and
Apple’s (1995) four philosophical principles, teachers’ practices regarding time, space, negotiation of rules and collaboration are an important aspect of democratic classroom practice.
OPEN DISCOURSE

Do	
  teachers	
  
facilitate	
  
authentic	
  
dialogue	
  and	
  
diversity	
  of	
  
opinion?	
  

Do	
  teachers	
  
provide	
  
opportunities	
  
for	
  children	
  to	
  
re=lect?	
  

Do	
  teachers	
  
engage	
  
children	
  in	
  
authentic	
  
dialogue?	
  

Do	
  teachers	
  
discuss	
  
con=licts	
  and	
  
ethical	
  issues	
  
that	
  arise?	
  

 What structures are in place within the classroom to facilitate dialogue?
 Do teachers create opportunities for diverse voices and opinions to be part of the dialogue?
 Do teachers provide opportunities for children to reflect on the quality of their cooperation,
collaboration and participation?
 Do teachers engage children in authentic dialogue about rules, achievement and assessment?
 Do teachers use class meetings to discuss conflicts and ethical issues that arise within the
classroom?
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POWER STRUCTURES AND RULES

How do
teachers
negotiate
constraints to
democratic
practice?

What rules and
organization do
teachers
idenfity in their
practices?

Are parents
given an equal
voice in
establishing
rules and
procedures?

Do teachers
and
administrators
actively seek
input from
parents?

 How do teachers negotiate constraints to democratic classroom practice, such as mandated
curriculum, standardized assessment and embedded evaluation systems?
 What rules and systems of organization do teachers identify in their practices?
o Is there transparency in how teachers explicate the rules?
o Is there authentic dialogue between teachers and students about the rules?
o Do children participate in developing the classroom rules?
o Do they participate in deciding upon consequences when rules are broken?
o Do children participate in creating their own behavior management plans?
o Are consequences for rule breaking aimed at developing self-discipline?
 Are parents given an equal voice in establishing school procedures and rules regarding discipline, homework and such?
 Do teachers and administrators actively seek input from parents in the school decision-making
process?
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FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT/AUTHENTIC CHOICE

Does the
classroom
afford a range
of behaviors
and
opportunities?

How do
teachers
organize and
use space in the
classroom?

How do
teachers
organize time
within the
classroom?

Is there time
and space for
individual and
collaborative
activities?

 Does the classroom setting afford a range of behaviors, opportunities and decision-making?
 How do teachers organize and use space in the classroom?
o Are there explicit boundaries
o Are there open spaces?
o How is furniture organized and utilized?
o What space is provided for individual and collaborative activities?
 How do teachers organize time within the classroom?
o How is time allocated?
o Is there flexibility?
o Do children have input into how time is allocated?
 Do teachers provide time and space to support individual endeavors and collaborative activities?
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COLLABORATION

Do teachers
facilitate
cooperation
and
collaboration?

Are
participation,
cooperation
and
collaboration
explicitly
taught?

Do children
collaborate in
planning and
evaluating
learning
activities?

Do teachers
collaborate
with other
individuals in
the classroom?

 Do teachers make use of learning strategies that facilitate cooperation and collaboration (turn
and talk, small group projects, reading and math partners)?
 Do teachers explicitly teach and model the skills needed for successful cooperation, collaboration and participation?
 Do teachers provide opportunities for children to collaborate in the planning and evaluation of
learning activities within the classroom?
 Do teachers collaborate with other individuals in the classroom?
o With students?
o With teachers and student teachers?
o With teaching assistants, paraprofessionals and specials teachers?
o With administrators?
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RESPECT FOR THE INDIVIDUAL

Can children
set individual
goals for
themselves?

What tools do
teachers
provide to help
children?

Do teachers
and
administrators
encourage
parents to
participate?

Is there the
sense that each
individual can
make a
difference in
the world?

 Do teachers provide opportunities for each child to set individual goals and reflect on his/her
work toward achieving those goals?
 What tools do teachers provide to help children learn how:
o To make decisions?
o To collaborate?
o To resolve conflicts?
o To become active participants in the community?
o To find the connection and balance between individual and community rights and
responsibilities?
 What kind of decision-making possibilities do teachers foster to achieve a sense of active
participation in the learning community?
 Do teachers and administrators encourage parents to participate in the school community?
 Do classroom practices foster a sense that each individual can make a difference in the world?
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INCLUSIVENESS

Do teachers use
curriculum to
develop
understanding
and respect?

Are literature,
stories, music
and role play
used to teach
perspectivetaking?

Are parents
encouraged to
participate in
the school
community?

Is the
classroom
accessible for
children with
diverse needs?

 Do teachers utilize the curriculum to develop understanding and respect for people of different ethnicity, gender, language, social class, race, religion and ability?
 Do teachers use literature, stories, music and role-play activities to encourage perspective
taking?
 Do teachers and administrators encourage parents to participate in the school community?
 Does the classroom provide accessibility and learning opportunities for children with diverse
needs?
CONCERN FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Do teachers
challenge
children to
reflect upon
real world
dilemmas?

Do children
participate in
real world
problem
solving?

Do children
particpate in
school or
community
social action
projects?
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 Do teachers challenge children to reflect upon real world dilemmas outside the classroom and
school?
 Do teachers provide opportunities for children to participate in real-world problem solving in
the school and community?
 Do teachers create opportunities for children to participate in school or community social
action projects?
Enactment: How Well Does It Work
How well do young children assimilate a sense of civic engagement—of active democratic participation and engagement within the classroom community—and enact those principles in their
day-to-day activities? What is assimilated? What is not? What measures can we use—what model can we create—to identify the beginnings of civic engagement in children whose understanding of the world is at the level of the tangible and material, rather than the abstract?
Although it is important to provide children with ample opportunity to reflect upon their actions, very often, young children cannot clearly articulate abstract concepts such as democracy in
explaining their actions. Therefore, what I focused on in this study was the enactment of democratic principles by children in relation to peers and adults within the classroom, and to the larger
community within which the classroom is embedded.
Within this framework, a series of questions guided my analysis of observations and conversations with children and with the adults in their lives. These questions touched upon many of
the same aspects as those applied in my observation of teachers—respect for the individual, inclusiveness, collaboration, power structures, rules and concern for human rights—and also upon
whether or not children took ownership of their social responsibilities. Thus, the following questions that guided my observations of and conversations with children in each of the classrooms at
The Village School and La Escuelita:
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RESPECT FOR THE INDIVIDUAL

Do children
create their
own views
of
citizenship?

Do children
respect the
rights and
property of
others?

Do children
listen to one
another in
class
discussions?

How do
children act
with visitors
and other
adults in the
school?

Are children
accountable
for resolving
conflicts
peacefully?

 To what extent do children actively create their own unique views of citizenship?
 Do children respect the rights of classmates?
 Do children listen to one another in class discussions?
 How do children act with visitors to the classroom? Other adults in the school?
 Do children respect the property of others?
 Do children take responsibility for resolving conflicts peacefully and amicably?
COLLABORATION

Do children
transform the
culture of the
classroom
community?

Do children
maintain a
sense of
community in
the classroom?

Do children
actively
participate in
group projects?

Do children
help one
another to
achieve the
best academic
results?
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 Do children participate in creating and transforming the culture of the classroom community?
Do they transform or assimilate the culture?
 Do children actively create and maintain a sense of community in the classroom?
 Do children actively participate in group projects?
 Do children work together and help one another to achieve the best academic results?

POWER STRUCTURES AND RULES

Do children use
classroom rules
and practices
with one
another?

Do children
articulate and
teach these
rules to other
children?

Do children
participate
according to
the agreedupon rules?

When and how
do children
resist or
subvert the
rules?

 Do children use classroom rules and practices with one another?
 Do children articulate and teach these rules to other children?
 Do children participate according to the agreed-upon rules at school assemblies and activities?
 When and how do children resist or subvert the rules?
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INCLUSIVENESS

Do children
include those
who are
different from
themselves?

Do children
respect
differences in
their
classmates and
others?

Do children
actively bring
new children
into the
classroom
culture?

Do children use
democratic
rules and
practices
outside the
classroom?

 Do children include those who are different from themselves as equal members of the classroom community?
 Do children respect differences of gender, ethnicity, social class, race, religion and ability?
 When a new child enters the classroom do children pass along their knowledge of the rules
and practices; that is, do they actively bring that child into the classroom culture?
 Do children use democratic rules and practices outside the classroom? Does the sense of
community extend into the playground?
CONCERN FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Do children
help one
another, even if
they are not
friends?

Do children
refrain from
negative or
hurtful
comments?

Do children
actively
support and
encourage one
another?

How do
children see
themselves as
citizens?

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

126

 Do children help one another, even if they are not friends?
 Do children refrain from negative or hurtful comments toward one another?
 Do children actively support and encourage one another?
 Do children recognize that each individual can make a difference?
 How do children see themselves as citizens?
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Do children
take
ownership
for their
school
supplies?

Do they
respect
communal
property in
the
classroom?

Do children
take
ownership
for
completing
their work?

Do they
take
ownership
for
managing
their own
time?

Do children
take
ownership
when they
are at fault?

 Do children take ownership for taking care of their school supplies?
 Do they respect and take care of communal property in the classroom (desks, chairs, etc.)?
 Do children take ownership for completing their class work and homework?
 Do they take responsibility for their own time management?
 Do children take ownership when they are at fault and offer to make amends?
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CHAPTER 4: HOW IDEOLOGY INFORMS PRACTICE: THE LANDSCAPE OF THE
CLASSROOM
Elements of a Culture of Citizenship in a Participatory Democratic Classroom
Every classroom is, in a sense, a community with its own unique culture. During the many
months that I spent observing teachers and students in two New York City public schools, the
dual purpose that I kept always in focus was to understand how teachers and children both create
and experience this classroom culture and community. My observations did not begin and end in
individual classrooms. The Village School and La Escuelita are each embedded within a distinct
New York City neighborhood and I quickly learned that each school is an integral part of the surrounding neighborhood and, in various ways, is both defined by and adds to the character of that
neighborhood.
On the approach to The Village School, I walked through an East Village district that, over
the past few decades, has been both revitalized and, in no small measure, gentrified. This was not
the East Village of my youth, a working class neighborhood that had fallen on hard times, devastated by poverty, crime, and drugs. At the time of my initial data collection in 2005, the demographics of the community reflected the first wave of gentrification—an influx of students,
artists, musicians, intellectuals and community organizers. Residential brownstones and tenements shared the block with trendy vintage clothing stores, hip coffee houses and music spaces,
well-kept community gardens and children’s playgrounds. The hip, artsy and somewhat gentrified cultural ambience of the East Village at this point in time was strongly reflected in the physical and social landscape of The Village School, whose student population was drawn in large
part from the surrounding community. There was informality in the social hierarchy, a casual
attitude toward the outward manifestations of authority. Students of all ages, as well as their parents, addressed teachers and administrators by their first names, and teachers and administrators

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

128

could often be seen wearing jeans and tee shirts. Both the artistic and activist sensibilities of the
East Village neighborhood found voice in The Village School, which had a strong focus on the
arts, especially music and visual arts, and on community-based social action. Parents, many of
whom volunteered their time and expertise on a regular basis, initiated projects—both artistic
and social action—that were embraced by teachers and administrators at The Village School.
Just as the ambiance of the East Village shaped the landscape of The Village School, the vibrant working class immigrant culture of East Elmhurst resonated through the halls and classrooms of La Escuelita. Walking to the school through the bustling early morning streets, my
senses were bombarded with a variety of sights, sounds, smells…and an energy that permeated
everything. I would sometimes imagine that this was what the Lower East Side—Orchard
Street—must have been like in the early 1900’s, with a multitude of voices speaking in different
languages and accents, the delicious smells of authentic ethnic cooking wafting from the doors of
bake shops, delis, bodegas and restaurants, and everywhere I looked, people engaged in a myriad
of activities of daily living. Whereas the East Village neighborhood that surrounds The Village
School exuded a quiet energy, there was nothing quiet about the East Elmhurst community within which La Escuelita was embedded. This neighborhood had a vitality and liveliness that pervaded the halls and classrooms of the school.
Although La Escuelita was an early childhood school whose students range in age from 4-8,
there was more formality evident in the social hierarchy, more compliance with the trappings of
authority, in this school. Children were taught politeness routines (e.g., how to greet visitors to
the classroom) and the morning routine in every classroom included the pledge of allegiance and
a recitation of the school mission statement. Students at La Escuelita were required to wear a
school uniform and teachers were asked to present a neat appearance—no jeans or tee shirts—as

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

129

a role model for the children. In general, the landscape of La Escuelita reflected the working
class sensibilities of the surrounding neighborhood from which these students were drawn. And
yet, despite these differences, as I began to transcribe and code the notes, photographs and audiotapes from my months of observation at La Escuelita, certain themes began to emerge from the
data that echoed my earlier findings from The Village School.
Education is an inherently political activity (Apple & Beane, 1995). Public schools link generations, transmitting the cultural practices and power structures of the society within which they
are embedded. Bourdieu (1974), Willis (1977), Delpit (2006) and Kozol (1991) have all variously described public schools as conservative force, recreating and reinforcing social patterns of
privilege and exclusion. And yet, Freire (1970) maintained that public schools could be a force
for positive transformation, empowering students to strive for social justice, while Dewey
(1916a) believed that public schools have the responsibility to nurture this vision of a just society.
As I spent time in the classrooms of The Village School and La Escuelita, each day I came
to understand more fully the concept of the world as a site for action. Each classroom was a
unique experience, a creation of the primary actors: students, teachers, paraprofessionals, student
teachers and, to a lesser extent, secondary actors including the parents and school administrators.
In turn, the landscape of each classroom—the physical and social affordances and boundaries of
each of these individual communities of practice—shaped the experience of the actors within.
The questions that framed my observations fell into two general categories:
• How did the spatial (physical and temporal) landscape of the classroom influence decisionmaking and freedom of choice?
• How did the social interactions of the various actors within the classroom influence children’s participation and sense of community?
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When I applied this framework to analyze my field notes, audiotapes and photographs, I was
able to see both conservative and transformative forces within each classroom as teachers and
children co-constructed their communities of practice. What children knew and understood about
democratic practice became evident by analyzing how they engaged within the classroom
setting; what teachers and administrators perceived as developmentally appropriate democratic
participation in a primary grade classroom became evident by analyzing how they set boundaries
and how they formulated and enforced rules. I was able to distinguish the extent to which each of
these schools achieved the goal of teaching democratic participation by making connections from
ideology to classroom practice. I learned about the underlying principles that shaped the culture
of each school and each classroom by examining published materials such as the school mission
statement and website, and by talking with teachers, administrators and parents about the values
and beliefs, the expectations and aspirations that shaped their views of the role of public school. I
learned about how ideology translated into classroom practice by observing and transcribing the
physical setting and daily activities of each classroom—the discourse, the organization and rules,
the interaction and participation of teachers and children.
As I organized and coded the field notes and audio transcriptions, using the descriptors I had
created (Table 3), in teasing out those elements that helped to create a participatory democratic
learning community supportive of children’s civic engagement, as well as those elements that
created boundaries to achieving such an environment, several key themes emerged organically
from the data. In many ways, these themes are interrelated, which I discovered as I attempted to
categorize the various complex interactions that I had observed in these classrooms over many
months. Interwoven within these themes are the core elements of democratic citizenship: (1)
open discourse, (2) respect for the individual, (3) inclusiveness and (4) concern for human rights
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(Beane & Apple, 1995). In selecting the events that I used to illustrate each of the elements that
contribute to a democratic classroom culture—individual stories gleaned from many months of
observation, many pages of field notes, and many hours of audiotapes—I attempted to achieve a
balance from each school and each classroom. More important, I chose examples that were
representative of discourse, actions and interactions that I observed many times throughout the
months that I spent in each school and each classroom.
In Figure 8 and the more detailed description that follows, I have provided an outline of
what I consider to be the key elements of a culture of citizenship within a participatory
democratic classroom. In the following chapters I will explore how each of these elements were
enacted within the various classrooms of The Village School and La Escuelita.

Community	
  
Transparency	
  

Responsibility	
  

Respect	
  

Democratic	
  
Classroom	
  	
  

Teacher	
  
Expectations	
  

Freedom	
  of	
  
Movement	
  

Collaboration	
  

Home-‐School	
  
Connection	
  

Authentic	
  	
  
Choices	
  

Figure 8: Themes that emerged from the data.
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 A sense of community is key to a participatory democratic learning environment
o Balancing individual rights with community needs
o Compassion and empathy (children helping children)
o Cooperative effort
o Shared space/supplies

Individual/
group	
  	
  

Shared	
  
space	
  and	
  
supplies	
  

Community	
  

Compassion	
  
and	
  
empathy	
  

Cooperative	
  
effort	
  

 Mutual respect among all participants in the learning community
o Active listening
o Respect for personal space/shared space
o Open discourse that allows for differences of opinion
o Respect for differences of ability (e.g., we don’t make fun of our friends)

Active	
  
listening	
  

Differences	
  
of	
  ability	
  

Respect	
  

Differences	
  
of	
  opinion	
  

Personal	
  
and	
  shared	
  
space	
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 Freedom of movement within the classroom
o Assigned seating vs. open seating
o Choosing where to work
o Accessibility
o Classroom setting affords a range of opportunities

Open	
  seating	
  

Range	
  of	
  
opportunities	
  

Freedom	
  of	
  
movement	
  

Choosing	
  
where	
  to	
  
work	
  

Accessibility	
  

 Collaboration among participants at all levels (formal and informal)
o Teacher - Teacher
 Grade meetings (formal)
 Team curriculum meetings (formal)
 Sharing ideas, materials and expertise (informal)
o Student - Student
 Partner Work (formal)
 Group Work (formal)
 Sharing materials, ideas, expertise (informal)
o Principal - Teacher
 Curriculum Meetings (formal)
 Teacher Performance Assessments (formal)
 Sharing ideas and expertise (informal)
o Teacher - Student
 Children are invited to participate in decision-making
 Teachers view students as capable of taking responsibility and making
choices
o School - Home
 Curriculum Meetings (formal)
 Parent – Teacher Meetings (formal)
 Sharing ideas and expertise (informal)
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Teacher-‐
Teacher	
  

School-‐
Home	
  

Student-‐
Student	
  

Collaboration	
  

Teacher-‐
Student	
  

Principal-‐
Teacher	
  

 Children have authentic choices
o Children are included in decision-making
o Children set individual goals for achievement
o Children participate in developing classroom rules
o Children take part in deciding upon consequences
o Children are actively engaged in conflict resolution

Decision-‐
making	
  

Con=lict	
  
resolution	
  

Individual	
  
goals	
  

Authentic	
  
Choices	
  

Consequences	
  

Classroom	
  
rules	
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 The home/school connection supports participation of parents/guardians
o Parents/guardians are valued as participants with expertise
o Lines of communication open and information flows in both directions
o Parents/guardians are welcomed into the school community

Parents	
  are	
  
welcomed	
  

Parents	
  are	
  
valued	
  

Home/	
  
School	
  
Connection	
  

Parents	
  have	
  
expertise	
  

Open	
  
communicati
on	
  

 Teacher expectations support children’s independence and participation
o Children are capable of choice, decision-making and responsibility
o Children are full participants in the classroom community
o Children can resolve conflicts; the teacher’s role is to facilitate

Choice	
  

Con=lict	
  
resolution	
  

Decision-‐
making	
  

Teacher	
  
Expectations	
  

Full	
  
participation	
  

Responsibilit
y	
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 Children have authentic responsibility within the classroom community
o Class jobs
o Respect for classroom space/materials
o Cleanup

Class	
  jobs	
  

Respect	
  for	
  
space	
  

Responsibility	
  

Cleanup	
  

Respect	
  for	
  
materials	
  

 Teachers attempt to provide transparency into the hierarchy of power and authority
o Teacher is a participant in the community
o Teachers make mistakes and decisions can be changed
o Rules and responsibilities are explicated
o Unequal application of rules/inconsistent teacher expectations are discussed
o Children attempt to subvert the rules
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In the following chapters I will explore each of these themes in detail. First I want to set the
scene, to provide a portrait of the physical and social landscape of The Village School and La
Escuelita and of the various classrooms, teachers and students with whom I spent time.
Setting the Scene: A Snapshot of Each School and Classroom
How teachers and administrators defined spatial and temporal affordances and boundaries
within the classroom and the school had a significant influence on children’s decision-making
and freedom of choice at both The Village School and La Escuelita. According to Gibson (1979)
and Bronfenbrenner (1998) actions are carried out through space and time. I discovered that both
the ideology and the day-to-day decisions of adults—administrators, teachers, student teachers
and paraprofessionals—regarding how space and time were organized and utilized sometimes
provided children with opportunities for action and decision-making and at other times limited
and controlled those choices.
Collaborative workspaces, freedom to choose vs. assigned seats, communal vs. individual
supplies, freedom to move about during lessons/independent work times, accessibility and the
use of spaces outside the classroom (hallways, outdoors, cafeteria/recess) were among the key
factors in the physical environment that significantly influenced the sense of community and
democratic citizenship in each school and each classroom. In some instances, the physical layout
of the building within which the school was sited had a positive or negative impact on children’s
choices and freedom of movement.
The Village School
The physical layout of The Village School was far from ideal; a large, five-story red brick
school building that dated to the early 1900’s and reflected the typical construction of that time.
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There was no elevator in the building, which meant that the school could not enroll children
whose physical disabilities would limit their ability to climb stairs. Hallways were long and narrow, with institutional lighting and classrooms were rectangular boxes. Windows did not open
easily, nor was it easy to raise or lower the window shades. In addition, The Village School
shared space in the building with two other schools and that space was oddly distributed, from a
logistical perspective. While The Village School occupied the entire fourth floor and shared
space on the second floor, the third and first floors were tenanted by the other two schools, while
an auditorium and cafeteria on the first floor were shared by all three schools in the building,
which necessitated careful scheduling of lunch, recess and special events, and collaboration and
cooperation among the three schools.
Most classrooms of The Village School (including Robyn’s) were on the fourth floor, along
with the multipurpose room that served as indoor gym and assembly space, special education
staff offices and art studio. The prekindergarten/kindergarten classrooms, science classroom and
most offices were on the second floor. This meant that to enter The Village School or to move
between the fourth and second floor classrooms and offices, students, teachers, administrators
and parents had to travel through the space of the two other schools that shared the building.
Thus, negotiating the spatial layout of The Village School required interactive cooperation with
the other two schools, which, according to Lara, was accomplished for the most part.
During my time at The Village School, I discovered that the physical space created by
administrators and teachers transformed the limitations of the building. Robyn’s classroom was
at the end of a short hallway shared with three other classrooms, including the other first/second
grade class. The two classes were often engaged in collaborative learning activities that transcended the boundaries of the individual classrooms; thus, students from both classes could be
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found working together in the hallways outside the classrooms or moving freely between the two
classrooms when working on projects.
Learning also took place outside the classroom in the surrounding community. Students
at all grade levels participated in maintaining two community gardens. Robyn’s class joined the
other first/second grade class for weekly excursions to the neighborhood park and often utilized
the community playground, both of which were only a few blocks from the school. By choosing
to afford students the freedom to move between classrooms and by committing themselves to
using the surrounding urban community as a learning resource, teachers at The Village School
marginalized the physical limitations of the traditional classroom structure.
Robyn’s Mixed Age First/Second Grade Classroom
Robyn’s classroom was a large rectangular room, with the door leading into the school hallway on a long wall lined with closets. Windows overlooking the schoolyard lined the opposite
long wall, providing plentiful natural light on sunny days. Each classroom in The Village School
had a somewhat unique setup that reflected the personality of the children and teachers working
in the space. Robyn’s classroom was divided into three distinct spaces: meeting space, worktables and open workspace (Fig. 9).
At one end of the classroom, near the door was the meeting space where class meetings and
whole group lessons were conducted. The meeting space was a small area facing the chalkboard
and bounded on three sides by dual-purpose benches that form a U-shape. These benches open
up to provide individual cubbies in which the children stored their backpacks and outerwear
(jackets, hats, etc.). At the open end of the U-shape in front of the chalkboard was a low wooden
chair, which was the focal point of the meeting space. This is where Robyn would sit when
teaching whole group lessons; students also sat in this chair when they were called upon to share
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Figure 9: Sketch of layout of Robyn's classroom.

their work or teach a concept. Class meetings were held twice each day to discuss the daily
schedule, in the morning when children arrived and in the afternoon when they returned from
lunch. In addition to the class meetings, this space was used for various whole group-learning
activities, such as math lessons, social studies discussions, story time or music. At other times of
the school day, children often used this space for small group or individual work. They would sit
on the floor and use the benches as a workspace, or they might lean against the benches or sit on
them, depending on the work in which they were engaged. Some children seemed to enjoy the
enclosed space of the meeting area as a cozy spot to read, write or work on projects (Fig. 10).
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Figure 10: Children working at the meeting space.

Behind the meeting space were three tables that could each comfortably accommodate six
students. There were no assigned seats at these tables and no supplies were stored on the tables.
Instead, the tables were a used as a communal workspace during independent or small group
work. Children were free to work at the tables or to work elsewhere in the room and often moved
freely from one space to another when engaged in independent, pairs, or small group work. At
the back of the classroom were two computer tables, which were also shared by the students and
teachers, as well.

Figure 11: Two views of the communal and open workspace in Robyn’s classroom.

A line of low shelves used for books and various materials (paper, scissors, pencils, markers,
etc.) extended down the length of the room, dividing the meeting area and workspace from the
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open area, which was used for block building and other social studies/community learning projects (Fig. 11). Students also freely used this open space, which occupied one-half of the room on
the side nearest the windows, during their independent work time, carefully navigating around
any existing projects. The open space was lined with tall shelves containing the largest and most
varied collection of unit blocks I had seen in any classroom (including Montessori and Waldorf
schools), as well as many other varieties of blocks and building materials. These materials were
used often and well, for group projects as well as during children’s free playtime.
I observed two integrated curriculum unit lessons—one on “Communities” and the other on
“Islands”—that were taught over several weeks, allowing the children to explore each concept in
great depth. During each unit, the open space was transformed as children engaged in large scale
building projects that they returned to work on, in small groups and individually, over several
weeks. Thus, during one month the open space became an ocean (courtesy of two large blue
tarps) dotted with colorful islands (Fig. 12) and the next month was transformed into a children’s
view of the local community, complete with apartment buildings, grocery store, school, fire
house and police station.
Once completed, these projects remained in place until work began on the next unit. Children had the opportunity to revisit their handiwork, to explore and admire and take pride in their
achievements and to share them with visitors to the classroom. Even when the open space was
filled with these projects, many children chose to work there, engaging in various reading, writing and math activities—individually, in pairs and in small groups—while tucked in and around
the block constructions. Robyn might remind them to be careful when moving through the occupied spaces, but no area of the room was off limits to the children as a workspace.
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Figure 12: Working on projects for the “Islands” curriculum unit.

While each space was a functionally separate activity setting, the entire room was visually
open. The integrated nature of the classroom allowed students the opportunity to extend beyond
their own activities to “participate peripherally” with others (Lippman, 2004). In addition, students moved freely through the various activity settings when working in pairs, small groups or
individually. When working on projects, reading or writing, students chose where they wanted to
work, whether at the tables, in the block area, or in the meeting space, sitting on a bench or on
the floor; they also moved freely about the room without asking permission and usually without
disturbing their classmates. This was one example in Robyn’s classroom of how individual rights
were balanced with social responsibilities: children moved freely about the classroom, working
where they were most comfortable and changing positions if they felt the need to do so, while at
the same time they were expected to respect their classmates’ right to work without disturbance.
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There was no teacher’s desk in the room; instead, Robyn and the student teachers with
whom she worked used space on top of a filing cabinet next to the computer desks for their materials and moved freely around the room offering guidance as needed. This arrangement, while
still allowing the teachers to keep their materials separate from the children’s workspace, reinforced the collaborative nature of shared space in the classroom; just as there were no assigned
spaces belonging to individual students, there was no assigned space belonging to the teachers.
Materials and space within the classroom were organized to allow students to work independently and to facilitate different types of learning activities: whole group meetings, small group lessons and individual work.
At the front of the room was a chalkboard covered with various hand-written signs, posters,
and chart paper held on with magnets; like many teachers Robyn used chart paper for lessons
rather than writing on the chalkboard. In several months of observation, I never saw anyone,
teacher or student, actually use chalk to write on the board. The morning message, daily schedule
and various lessons were all hand-written on chart paper and taped to the chalkboard.
A handmade poster listing classroom jobs was posted on the back of the classroom door;
these were switched weekly, on a rotating basis. The jobs in Robyn’s classroom were Attendance, Line Leaders, Books, Calendar, Chairs, Floors, Scissors, Pencils/Markers, PlantsTemperature, Table Tops and Teacher Assistants. While most of these classroom jobs were familiar to me, the type of responsibilities given to students in many classrooms, some (such as
Teacher’s Assistant) were unique to this classroom. Every job, at every level of responsibility,
was open to even the youngest children in the class. In the section entitled Stories From the
Classroom I explore how students handled these responsibilities.
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At the back of the classroom, above the computer tables, was a literacy tool known as a
Word Wall, designed to be accessible to the students. While the Word Wall is a nearly universal
pedagogical tool in New York City public school classrooms, Robyn’s implementation was
uniquely democratic. This Word Wall was designed to encourage the participation of the students; it was a living tool, constantly changing with the input of the children. The Word Wall
belonged to them and its accessibility gave them increased ownership of their learning. In this
implementation of the Word Wall, felt boards were arranged beneath the letters of the alphabet
so that words could be easily added and removed as needed. Robyn explained that the words
could also be easily removed by a child during writing time and brought to where she/he was
working and then replaced on the wall when the child was finished. Although the Word Wall included typical “high frequency” words on laminated strips that Robyn had included, there were
additional words that were handwritten on individual slips of paper. My impression was that these words seemed to reflect the children’s thoughts and ideas. Robyn confirmed that these words
were written and added to the wall by individual students. When I asked if children in the class
used the Word Wall, Robyn said that it was used often during journal writing time. Additional
word lists were arranged on felt boards attached to the closet doors. These lists were entitled
“Words we use every day” and “We are collecting words to help us write about ourselves.”
Robyn explained that these words, which were also handwritten on slips of paper, reflected the
thoughts and ideas of individual children as they wrote their journal entries.
This is a brief introduction to the physical environment within which the teachers, students,
parents and administrators of The Village School actively engaged in day-to-day learning. The
physical landscape of La Escuelita was very different.
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La Escuelita del Corazón
The building that houses La Escuelita, which opened in 2001, was designed specifically for
early childhood education. This was apparent in many aspects of the building layout, as well as
the design of individual classrooms. The physical landscape of the school was pleasant and
cheerful, with wide, well-lit corridors tiled in grey-and-yellow patterns and classrooms painted in
soft pastel colors. Children’s work was displayed on large bulletin boards and on the walls in
every corridor, adding to the sense that this was their space.
The three-story building was well designed to meet the requirements of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act for barrier-free construction. Ramps allowed easy access to the outdoors and two working elevators provided access to all levels for students with physical disabilities. An easy-to-navigate square formation, with all classrooms arranged along the outer walls,
meant that every classroom had large windows providing abundant natural light. In fact, many of
the teachers did not use overhead lighting during a good part of the school day, and in some
classrooms with windows facing east or west the sun would be shining so brightly into the room
that the shades would have to be partly drawn at some point during the day to reduce the glare.
Classrooms were larger than average, more square than rectangular and with more open space
than is usually found in New York City public schools. Each classroom had access to a bathroom; in most instances, two adjoining classrooms shared a multiple-stall bathroom with direct
access from each classroom, while a few classrooms had individual bathrooms. This allowed the
children a great measure of freedom, in that they did not need to ask permission to use the bathroom, nor did bathroom use from one class impact other classes in the school (which is often a
problem in older school buildings, including The Village School.

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

147

One of my strongest impressions of the physical landscape at La Escuelita was a sense of
openness in design: wide hallways, soft colors and spacious classrooms all contributed to that
feeling of space and accessibility. The layout of administrative offices was also designed to welcome parents and children into the school community and to provide a sense of transparency in
the administration of the school. The parent coordinator’s office was located right at the entrance
of the school, which highlighted the administration’s commitment to parent outreach. Whenever
I was in the school, the parent coordinator was there; she was a strong and welcoming presence
and played an integral part in the day-to-day administrative activities of the school. The principal’s office, located just down the hallway from the main entrance, was open and welcoming and
the office staff was pleasant and cheerful, greeting visitors in a timely fashion. The assistant
principal’s office was on the third floor, where it was, by design, easily accessible to teachers
and students in the upper grades. Unless engaged in meetings, Ms. Ruiz and Ms. Gutierrez were
most often to be found walking around the school building, greeting visitors, chatting with teachers and students, and quietly slipping into classrooms to informally observe lessons and, sometimes, to participate.
School Uniforms: Limiting or Liberating?
One noticeable difference between La Escuelita and The Village School concerned the
school dress code. Students, teachers, parents and administrators at The Village School dressed
casually and could often be seen wearing jeans and tee shirts. Those I spoke with emphasized the
importance of expressing their individuality and aesthetic sensibility in how they dressed, although in many ways their choices reflected what was considered the fashionable attire of the college students, artists, intellectuals and community organizers in the surrounding neighborhood.
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Students at La Escuelita wore a school uniform consisting of white shirt, navy blue pants or
skirt (I saw girls wearing both choices), red sweater, red necktie and black shoes. Children were
required to wear the uniform, although according to NYCDOE regulations parents can choose to
opt out. In the months that I spent at the school, I did not see any child whose parents had chosen
this option, although on occasion a child would come to school on a particular day not wearing
the uniform. When that happened, I did not witness any negative comments or consequences.
Ms. Gutierrez had expectations of the teachers, as well, to present a professional appearance
as a role model for the children. She and Ms. Ruiz always dressed in professional attire, holding
themselves to the same standard as the teachers and children (though Ms. Gutierrez, in particular,
had a strong sense of style and a uniquely dramatic flair). During my time at La Escuelita, I saw
teachers wearing a wide variety of outfits, both formal and casual, but always looking neat and
professional. Most teachers that I spoke with said that Ms. Gutierrez did not like them to wear
tee shirts, jeans, sweatshirts or sweatpants; for the most part, I did not see any teachers, student
teachers or paraprofessionals who did not comply with this request.
There are widely different perspectives on school uniform policies, with a multitude of arguments on both sides of the debate. While proponents suggest that school uniforms improve
student behavior and foster a sense of school identity, opponents argue that requiring students to
wear uniforms restricts children’s individuality and limits their self-expression, as well as reinforcing issues of hierarchical power and administrative authority. The research regarding school
uniforms is inconclusive, although some studies indicate more positive impacts at an elementary
school level than at the middle school/high school level (Anderson, 2002). When I first arrived at
La Escuelita, my perspective regarding school uniforms was in line with those opponents who
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believed that school uniform policies restrict children’s sense of agency and autonomy. I still believe that this argument has merit, especially with regard to adolescents.
However, in the months that I spent at La Escuelita, I came to understand a different point of
view that more closely reflects the conservative values of this working class immigrant community. Parents spoke about how school uniforms simplified their daily routine, which often required getting their children ready for school at the same time that they were preparing for work.
The uniforms also simplified their initial purchases for the school year, and relieved some of the
financial burden. Teachers, parents and administrators all spoke about how the uniform promoted
a sense of community at La Escuelita, a school identity. Moreover, parents felt that the uniform
dress was liberating, in that they and their children did not need to be concerned with keeping up
with fashion trends, which freed the children to express their individuality in more productive
ways. The children that I observed and spoke with seemed quite comfortable with the uniforms,
though there were variations in how strictly they adhered to the code; for example, many children did not wear neckties, black shoes were often replaced by sneakers and during the school
day sweaters were often thrown over the backs of their chairs (Fig. 13).
In practice, despite my own negative view toward school uniforms, I would have to say that,
on balance, the school uniform policy worked well in this school community, contributing to the
collaborative atmosphere of La Escuelita. Just as the relaxed school dress policy at The Village
School reflected the political and social values of the community within which it was embedded,
the school uniform policy and more formal dress code for teachers and administrators at La Escuelita was strongly supported by the parents and reflected the beliefs and values of the surrounding community.
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Figure 13: School uniforms at La Escuelita

One factor that certainly influenced the efficacy of the school uniform policy at La Escuelita
is that it is an early childhood center. The oldest children at La Escuelita are second graders (ages
7-8); from a developmental perspective, these young children are not engaged in the identity
achievement tasks of adolescents and are not likely to be as invested in appearance as a mode of
self-expression.
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s Bilingual Kindergarten Classroom
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno shared a second floor classroom flanked by two other kindergarten classrooms. It was a large, well-lit rectangular room with one wall of windows that provided a great deal of natural light (Fig. 14). On the side of the room opposite the windows, there
were closets where children hung their coats and backpacks. The closet doors were covered with
bulletin boards that displayed a variety of children’s work, even during the first weeks of school.
The overall feeling within the classroom was a sense of serenity. There was a quiet peacefulness
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that defined the physical environment, which reflected the relaxed and collaborative relationship
between Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno. In addition to the two teachers, there was a student teacher, Ms. Kearney, in the classroom from Monday-Thursday and a full-time paraprofessional, Ms.
Munoz.

Figure 14: Sketch of the layout of Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno's classroom.

The room was spacious for the number of children in the class (24). There were two meeting
spaces—one large enough for whole class meetings and the other just a bit smaller and enclosed
on three sides by bookshelves. When the class was divided into two groups, which was how most
lessons were taught, Ms. Amaro always used the larger meeting space while Ms. Carreno used
the smaller meeting space. When I asked how they determined who would use which space, Ms.
Carreno and Ms. Amaro each told me (in separate conversations) that the decision was by mutual
agreement, based upon their different teaching styles. Ms. Carreno preferred the smaller, more
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enclosed space, while Ms. Amaro enjoyed the openness of the large meeting area (Fig. 15).
When the whole class was gathered at the large meeting space, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno
either took turns teaching or co-taught the lesson.

Figure 15: Ms Carreno preferred the smaller meeting space (left) and Ms. Amaro enjoyed the more
open space (right).

Upon first entering the room, there was a tablet hanging just inside the door entitled A
Teacher’s Golden Rules, which I found particularly interesting. In most classrooms teachers post
a set of classroom rules that students are expected to follow, but this was the first time I had seen
a classroom where the teachers prominently posted a set of rules for themselves.
Among the reminders:






Help students help themselves
Treat students with respect
Be a good listener
Treat students as you would want to be treated
Practice what you teach

There were no individual desks in the room. Small tables were arranged in four cooperative
groupings with six children sitting at each of the cooperative tables. Tables were designated by
color—red, yellow, blue, and green—and the supply bins and organizers for each table were
color coordinated. Children were assigned seats at the tables, but this was random and heteroge-
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neous, rather than based upon achievement or behavior. As the weeks progressed, the teachers
reassigned children to different tables for various reasons.
The individual tables were easily rearranged to create open space in the center of the classroom when needed. One rainy day, for example, when the multipurpose room and the cafeteria
were both in use, and the outdoor playground was not a possibility, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno
enlisted the help of the children to move all the tables and chairs to the side and roll up the rugs
so that they could have their “fitness and movement” lesson in the classroom. Tables were also
used for multiple purposes during center time, when one served as the computer center while another became the tabletop block center or the puzzle center (Fig. 16).
While some supplies (e.g., pencils, writing paper, markers) were shared outright, others
were labeled with the child’s name (e.g., crayons), but children were encouraged to share with
their tablemates. In the center of each table was a small color-coordinated organizer for pencils
and erasers. These were shared supplies. There was also room in the organizer for the individual
boxes of crayons that the children had brought from home during the first week of school. These
boxes were labeled with the children’s names. The larger crayon boxes (i.e., 64 crayons) were
kept separately and handed out by the teachers. Ms. Amaro explained that they were trying a new
system this year, allowing children to keep individual boxes of crayons, because “last year when
we put all the crayons together they got broken and there were issues.”
Several times each week, the collaborative table structure of the classroom was transformed
to meet the requirements of the Reading Reform specialist. Since the majority of the students at
La Escuelita were second language learners, Ms. Gutierrez chose to include the highly structured
phonics-based Reading Reform program as part of the kindergarten curriculum. Reading Reform
focused on teaching the written form of the English-language sounds. Ms. Green, the Reading
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Figure 16: Tables were arranged in cooperative groupings that were easily rearranged to create
space when needed.

Reform consultant, had very specific requirements for how tables should be arranged and how
children should be sitting. To prepare for a Reading Reform lesson, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno
had to rearrange their classroom into a traditional format with all desks and chairs facing front
and children sitting quietly with feet on the floor, hands in their laps, no elbows on the table,
eyes forward, and no talking or looking at other children. The emphasis was on form, the physical arrangement of both the room and the children into a traditional teacher-directed classroom
organization, with the expectation that this would support the learning process. This was a stark
transition from the usual collaborative environment of Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom
Two desktop computers, which were used by the teachers for curriculum planning and
SMART Board presentations, were on a table at the rear of the room. A full classroom set of lap-
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top computers, which were used often during center time, math and language arts lessons, were
in a computer storage/charging cart next to the computer table. In this classroom, adults were
responsible for distributing and collecting the laptop computers and making sure that they were
properly charged. However, many of the children had learned how to power up the computers
and log in to the New York City Department of Education website, and those children would
often help others once they had set up their own computers.
In addition to the two meeting spaces, there were individual learning centers located
throughout the room. These included a well-stocked dramatic play area with a kitchen area, a
tool center, a variety of dress-up clothing and a puppet theater, as well as a small block center
that included a set of large wooden unit blocks and various tabletop blocks (Fig. 17). Despite the
obvious appeal of these two centers and the developmentally appropriate learning opportunities
associated with dramatic play and block play, these two centers were generally used only once a
week during “center time.”
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Figure 17: Dramatic play and block centers were well stocked, but infrequently utilized.

The computer center was not a dedicated space. Instead, six laptop computers were arranged
on one of the cooperative table groups during center time, an alternative use of the space. The
other centers in this classroom were the science center, where a variety of developmentally
appropriate science materials and books were kept within easy reach of the children, the listening
center, which was used during independent reading, and a writing center that was used frequently
throughout the school day.
The writing center (Fig. 18) was centrally located near the windows and easily accessible. It
was used to store a variety of writing/drawing supplies—pencils, bins of shared crayons, markers, colored pencils, various types of paper, letter/sound charts, etc.—that were accessed often
throughout the school day by table monitors and by individual children. There was also workspace at the writing center large enough for two people on either side of the storage area. Occasionally, Ms. Amaro or Ms. Carreno might suggest to a child that he or she should move to the
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writing center to work, to minimize distractions. Some children chose to work at the writing center, rather than at their tables, for the same reason. At other times, Ms. Munoz, Ms. Kearny, Ms.
Amaro or Ms. Carreno used the workspace at the writing center to work one-on-one with a particular child who might need extra help.

Figure 18: The writing center was easily accessible to the children.

The walls at the large meeting space were decorated with a number of colorful posters,
many of which were teacher-created rather than store-bought. These included “The Magic Five”
rules for how to behave at the meeting space (Fig. 19). At the beginning of the school year, Ms.
Amaro and Ms. Carreno referred often to these simple behavioral rules, usually before beginning
any whole group lesson at the meeting space and sometimes during a lesson when off-task talking, movement and interaction reached a level where it was interfering with the lesson. The Magic Five were very explicit behavior guidelines designed to elicit focused attention and listening
skills. They provided a shorthand description of how children were expected to comport themselves: how they should sit, where to focus their attention, and how to actively listen.
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Figure 19: The Magic Five rules for how to behave at the meeting space.

Other posters at the meeting space included handwritten copies of the Pledge of Allegiance
and the Student Mission Statement (Fig. 20), which was posted by the meeting space in every
classroom at La Escuelita. Children in every class recited the Student Mission Statement each
morning, following the Pledge of Allegiance.
The Student Mission Statement (which in this poster was erroneously referred to as the
School Mission Statement) described the self-achievement goals to which the children should
aspire: collaboration and academic excellence. Interestingly, the mission statement specifically
engaged student responsibility to “meet the standards.” It also emphasized a defining aspect of
the educational curriculum at La Escuelita: the importance of learning “every day through the
Arts.” Thus, children (and teachers) were reminded each morning of the integral importance of
the arts in education.
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Figure 20: The Student Mission Statement emphasized collaboration and academic excellence.

The Daily Schedule and Learning Goals for each lesson were displayed on a rolling easel
that could be easily moved between the two meeting spaces. The learning goals were written by
hand every morning before class. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno would review the curriculum
goals for the day and determine what needed to be emphasized in each lesson. Ms. Amaro and
Ms. Carreno discussed the daily schedule with their groups at the morning meeting each day,
taking turns with the display. The daily schedule explained the activities in which the students
would be engaged throughout the day, including learning objectives for most lessons written in
developmentally appropriate language. For example, the Reading Workshop learning goal on the
daily schedule pictured below (Fig. 21) was “How can I use the picture in my book to tell what is
happening in the story” while the Writer’s Workshop learning goal was “How can I
draw/write/talk what I am picturing in my mind.”
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Figure 21: Daily schedule and learning goals were referenced throughout the day.

After the morning meeting, the easel was moved to a space between the two meeting areas,
where it was visible from most areas throughout the room. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno took
time at the start of each lesson throughout the day to refer back to the learning goals, to be sure
that children understood why they were learning a particular skill or strategy.
A two-part behavioral motivation chart was prominently posted on the closet nearest the
door (Fig. 22). On the first part, entitled “How Am I Doing Today,” each child’s name was typed
onto a pocket containing four color-coded cards: green, yellow, orange and red. Each child began
the day with a green card. A yellow card was a “first reminder” when a child’s actions did not
meet the accepted classroom rules for behavior, A “second reminder” would mean an orange
card, which required a note home to the parents/caregivers. A red card (“third reminder”) would
mean a meeting with the parents/caregivers. At the end of the day, a child whose card was still
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green would receive a tally mark on the top portion of the chart. There were thirty spaces on
each tally card.
The color-coded behavior chart and motivation chart were a public reminder to each child
about his/her overall observance of the rules. Each day was a new start and every child’s card
was turned to green. However, once a card was turned to yellow, orange or red, there was no
opportunity for a child to “redeem” him/herself that day.

Figure 22: Behavior motivation charts – daily and monthly – were prominently posted on the closet
near the front door.

Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno were generally in agreement as to what behavior warranted a
warning or reminder. However, teacher expectations and tolerance for various behaviors (e.g.,
talking, moving about) varied widely among student teachers, specials teachers and substitute
teachers, which meant that enforcement of the rules and utilization of the behavior modification
chart were very inconsistent.
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Most of the materials used on a daily basis in the classroom—notebooks, workbooks,
science materials, math manipulatives, books for independent reading, and writing/drawing
materials—were kept in color-coordinated bins on low shelves that were fully accessible to the
children. Books were kept on shelves everywhere throughout the room in well-marked bins:
leveled books and books categorized by interest (Animals, Transportation, Holidays), by genre
(Fiction, Fairy Tales, Read Aloud, Poetry), by author (Eric Carle, Dr. Suess) and by language
(English, Spanish). Some of the books were above most children’s independent reading level;
these were used during read alouds, but were also available to children for browsing. During
independent reading time, children were encouraged to choose books within their reading level.
They also “shopped” for books each week to bring home in books bags that were shared with
their parents (Fig 23).

Figure 23: Books were stored in well-marked bins on low shelves that were easily accessible to the
children.
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Ms. Garcia’s Dual Language Kindergarten Classroom
The essence of Ms. Garcia’s vibrant personality was embodied in the physical environment
of her classroom (Fig. 24). Each time I walked into the room I felt energized by the warmth and
effervescence that characterized the space. It was a bright and cheerful room, even on dark, rainy
autumn days. A row of windows extended to the ceiling along one wall, providing abundant natural light. The walls and bulletin boards were a profusion of color, with teacher-created posters
and children’s writing/drawing everywhere I looked (Fig. 25).

Figure 24: A sketch of the layout of Ms. Garcia's classroom.

Every aspect of the physical landscape in this room was dynamic, animated by the sounds of
children and teachers engaged in learning activities and interactions. Ms. Garcia was the grade
leader and during her lunch and prep periods she was usually in the room, engaged in some
collaborative activity with other teachers and student teachers. Teachers often walked into the
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room throughout the day to share ideas or ask for Ms. Garcia’s advice regarding a particular
lesson they were preparing.

Figure 25: The classroom was vibrant and colorful.

This was a large kindergarten class, with 27 students (19 girls and 8 boys) at the beginning
of September. In mid-October another student—a girl who had tested out of the bilingual class—
joined the class and there was a total of 28 students. There was a wider mix of ethnicities (Asian
and White Non-Hispanic) in Ms. Garcia’s dual language class than in Ms. Amaro/Ms. Carreno’s
bilingual class, but the majority of students were Hispanic. Ms. Garcia did not have a co-teacher,
nor was there a student teacher or paraprofessional assigned to this class. On some days there
was a student observer in the room, Jasmine, an undergraduate student who was fulfilling the
New York State requirement for 100 hours of field observation prior to being admitted into an
accredited program in elementary education.
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The meeting space was very large, bounded on three sides with low shelves filled with book
bins and supplies and with a SMART Board in the center (Fig. 26). During class meetings and
whole group lessons, Ms. Garcia usually sat at one end of the meeting space in a child-sized
chair or a comfortable full-size wooden rocking chair with a cushion on the seat. Children also
used the rocking chair when sharing their work with the class during meetings or whole group
lessons.

Figure 26: The meeting space included a comfortable rocking chair.

Teacher-created posters and signs were written in both English and Spanish, as were all
bulletin boards and materials in the classroom. As in all classrooms at La Escuelita, the Student
Mission Statement was posted at the meeting space and was recited each morning. The
classroom rules were also posted at the meeting space. Beneath the Smart Board at the meeting
space were conversational prompts to guide the children in their discussions (Fig. 27). These
were posted directly at eye level for the children when they were seated on the carpet at the
meeting space, and were often referenced by Ms. Garcia when she was scaffolding “Turn and
Talk” discussions, and were also useful for conflict resolution.
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Figure 27: Prompts used to scaffold discussion during “Turn and Talk.”

Children’s assignments displayed on closet doors, walls and bulletin boards throughout the
room related to a wide variety of literature, music and art curriculum units. The following photos
show various bulletin board displays devoted to the “Composer of the Month” (Mozart), the
“Value of the Month” (Cooperation) and the “Artist of the Month” (Diego Velasquez). These
bulleting boards and displays were rotated frequently to display the work of different children in
the class, giving them a sense of ownership. Some bulletin board displays were large enough to
include every child’s work, rather than just the “best” examples (Fig. 28).
As part of the dual language program at La Escuelita, every other day in this classroom was
a Spanish language day. There were separate Word Walls for English and Spanish vocabulary
words (blue for English and red for Spanish) and separate shelves filled with baskets of books in
each language (Fig. 29). Children had two book bags that they would bring home on alternate
weeks to read with their families, one with Spanish language books and one with English language books. They also had separate writing notebooks for English and Spanish.
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Figure 28: Children’s work was displayed throughout the room.

The children sat at assigned seats at four large tables arranged by color (blue, red, yellow
and green). Above each table was a color-coordinated mobile; the supply bins and organizers on
each table were color-coordinated as well (Fig. 30). Because of the size of the class, there were
seven children sitting at each table. Ms. Garcia told me that, although she felt this was too
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crowded and didn’t allow optimal working space for each child, adding another table into the
room would also be too crowded, so they accommodate extra children at each table. In this classroom the children were randomly assigned to each table at the beginning of the year.

Figure 29: Spanish language (red) and English language (blue) books filled the classroom.
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When transitioning from one activity to another, Ms. Garcia usually called children by table,
in no particular order. When preparing to leave the room, children were also called to line up by
table rather than by gender. Boys and girls were mixed on both lines. There was no assigned order, so children lined up and walked through the hallways with partners of their choice.

Figure 30: Table arrangements in Ms. Garcia’s room.

All of the materials used on a daily basis, including literature, drawing/writing supplies,
math manipulatives, notebooks, and homework folders, were stored within easy reach of the
children, to allow for maximum independence during the school day. As in all classrooms at La
Escuelita, science materials and math manipulatives were gathered at learning centers that were
accessible to the children and used throughout the school day (Fig. 31). The block station and
dramatic play station, as they were called in this room, were used much less frequently. These
free play centers were only opened to the children during “choice time” once a week and when-
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ever there was some time in the daily schedule. Each child choose which station she wanted to
visit during choice time by placing a clothespin with her name on it by the name of the station on
the pocket chart (Fig. 32). Children were limited in their choice only by the number of available
spots at each station. If there was no room at the station of choice, a child was encouraged to
choose another station. The rule was not strictly enforced, however, and children did move between stations.

Figure 31: The materials in the science center were always accessible.

When I first began observing in Ms. Garcia’s classroom, no Behavior Chart was displayed
in the room and no obvious behavior modification system was utilized. This was significantly
different from Ms. Amaro’s/Ms. Carreno’s room, where the Behavior Chart was prominently
displayed and used throughout the day to motivate and control children’s behavior. When I asked
about this, Ms. Garcia told me that she had a Behavior Chart, but saw no reason to use it. That
changed briefly during my second week in the classroom, following Ms. Garcia’s absence for
two days and a negative report from the substitute teacher. The Behavior Chart made a shortlived appearance in the classroom for several days before it was once more retired.
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Figure 32: Children indicated their choice by placing a clothespin in an available pocket.

Ms. Ramirez’s Dual Language First Grade Classroom
The majority of the children in Ms. Ramirez’s first-grade dual language classroom had
moved up together from Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten class, so this was their second year working
together as a community. There were 28 children (10 boys and 18 girls), which was fairly large
for a primary grade class. In addition to Ms. Ramirez, there was a full-time student teacher in the
classroom, Ms. Kearney, who began working with Ms. Ramirez in mid-November.
The classroom was a large, bright and cheerful corner room with windows on two sides,
facing south and west (Fig. 33). The room had abundant natural light, even on cloudy days, and
quite often Ms. Ramirez did not need to use the overhead lights. In fact, in late afternoon on sunny days, Ms. Ramirez often had to draw the shades to control the sunlight shining into the room
(Fig. 34).
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Figure 33: A sketch of the layout of Ms. Ramirez's classroom.

The classroom was decorated with teacher-created murals and posters and with bulletin
boards filled with the children’s work. Every available bit of wall space (and even the shades that
covered the top half of the windows, which extended to the ceiling) was utilized. And yet, despite the abundance of light and color, the atmosphere in Ms. Ramirez’s classroom was relaxed
and serene, a perfect reflection of her composed and cool personality. There was often soft classical piano or jazz music playing in the background as the children worked independently and
Ms. Ramirez walked quietly about the room, scaffolding and facilitating (Fig. 35).
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Figure 34: Ms. Ramirez's classroom was a corner room with windows facing south and west.

Figure 35: Ms. Ramirez scaffolding a math lesson.
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In the month that I spent in her classroom, I never heard Ms. Ramirez raise her voice in
speaking with students or adults. She spoke quietly at the meeting space, even during whole class
lessons, and as a result the children focused their attention. She never spoke down to the children, always addressing them with the same soft voice and peaceful composure with which she
greeted visitors to the classroom, including the principal, assistant principal, parents, student
teachers and observers, and this researcher.
Children had assigned seats at five collaborative worktables—four 12-sided and one rectangular—arranged around the room, although during many lessons that I observed they moved
freely and worked in various spaces throughout the room. The meeting space, which was located
at the front of the classroom and delineated by two carpets, was larger than the meeting spaces in
either kindergarten room. The chair that Ms. Ramirez used at the meeting space was simply a
larger version of the chairs that the children used (Fig. 36). As in the two kindergarten rooms, the
SMART Board was central to the meeting space. Ms. Ramirez utilized the SMART Board
throughout the day to engage children in interactive lessons, to access educational websites and
videos, and to play music.
In addition to the collaborative worktables, there was a small table at the writing center,
which was located near the back of the classroom and another small table located in the center of
the room near the meeting space. Children who wanted to work in an individual space used
these tables during independent work time. In the southwest corner of the room (furthest from
the door) were a computer table with two desktop computers and a computer storage cart with a
full complement of laptop computers.
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Figure 36: The meeting space in Ms. Ramirez's classroom.

The classroom had a single large bathroom that was not shared with any other class. There
was a “Stop/Go” sign on the bathroom door to indicate when it was being used. Most of the time
the children remembered to use the sign, although I did notice a few occasions when a child forgot to turn the sign around after using the bathroom. Near the coat closet was a sink with a faucet
and a drinking fountain. During independent work, children were allowed to use the drinking
fountain without asking permission. The children stored their lunches on a shelf near the sink.
Ms. Ramirez had a desk at the back of the room, which she used mostly as additional storage
space (Fig. 37). The top of the desk was generally covered with various papers, notebooks and
supplies. In the month that I spent in the classroom, I never saw Ms. Ramirez sitting at the desk
when the children were in the room, although she did use the space for planning lessons before
the children arrived. In front of the teacher’s desk was an easily accessible shelf filled with board
games that were used on a daily basis to practice math, language arts and memory skills.
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Figure 37: Ms. Ramirez's desk was mostly used as extra storage space.

Every available space in this large classroom was filled with long, low shelves that were
easily accessible to the children. Books, writing supplies, math and science materials, and
children’s notebooks and folders were all stored in bins on these shelves, many labeled in both
English and Spanish. There was a math center (Fig. 38) filled with class sets of a wide variety of
developmentally appropriate math manipulatives and tools (e.g., Unifix cubes, base ten blocks,
geoboards, pattern blocks, rulers) and a science center that included a variety of hands-on science
materials and nonfiction books organized into categories (e.g., Body Parts, Dinosaurs, Animals +
Insects). There was also a social studies center (Fig. 38) that included baskets of books separated
into various categories (e.g., Families, History, Biography), as well as games, puzzles and a
globe. These three centers were located near the windows, centered around a large, octagonal
table that was used throughout the day by children engaged in independent research, writing or
small group work.
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Figure 38: The math center and the social studies center.

The bulletin board by the door displayed children’s artwork from the “Artist of the Month”
unit on Vincent Van Gogh. The overflow of children’s artwork was displayed on a closet door on
the other side of the doorway, ensuring that every student’s work was included (Fig. 39). At the
center of the mural was a series of captioned photographs of the students creating their paintings.
The mural was designed in this way to highlight the imaginative learning process at the center of
La Escuelita’s aesthetic education curriculum. Photographs showed students working with teaching artists as they explored Van Gogh’s artistic process, learned how to recreate that process in
their own paintings based upon their favorite Van Gogh works of art, and shared their work with
their peers. Another bulletin board displayed children’s responses—artwork and written compositions—related to the “Composer of the Month” unit on Joaquin Rodrigo. Children described
Rodrigo’s music as relaxing and peaceful. One child wrote, “The music makes me think of
Joaquin Rodrigo playing the piano under a rainbow with a pot of gold underneath the piano.”
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Figure 39: A mural of children's art celebrating Vincent Van Gogh includes photos of children
engaged in the process of creating.

One window shade was covered with a large mural entitled “What does cooperation mean
for our community?” This appears to have been created as part of the character education unit on
cooperation, which was the “Value of the Month” in September (Fig. 40). Ms. Ramirez introduced the unit by reading the story Chrysanthemum, by Kevin Henkes. The children then discussed the ideas within the story, making connections to their own lives to create meaningful
constructs of cooperation. Each child in the class contributed to the mural, which included
thoughts such as “Cooperation means to be respectful to one another,” “Cooperation means
working with each other,” “Cooperation means helping each other and sharing and caring for
each other,” and “Cooperation means helping people.” These thoughts were written on cutouts
of the children’s hands, which they had traced onto plain paper and decorated (Fig. 41). The
hands were then linked together by wool yarn on the mural, signifying how each individual was
connected within the classroom community. During the time that I spent in the classroom, Ms.
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Ramirez referred to ideas captured within this mural on several occasions when talking with the
children about classroom community.

Figure 40: Class mural on cooperation, part of the character education curriculum.

Figure 41: Examples of children’s thoughts about cooperation.
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During independent work—math lessons, writing workshop, reading workshop, social studies—children were free to work either at the collaborative tables or elsewhere in the room, at the
meeting space, the learning centers, or simply scattered in various corners. During my time in
this classroom, I often saw children who were seeking a quieter space retreat to a small nook between the teacher’s desk and the computer table, where they could read and write in relative privacy. Other children liked to spread out on the carpet at the meeting space, sometimes even lying
on their stomachs to read or write. All of these choices were acceptable (Fig. 42).
When children were engaged in independent work, Ms. Ramirez walked quietly around the
room, stopping by one child or another to scaffold their work. She is a tall woman, and I noticed
that she always got down to the children’s level, whether kneeling by a child at one of the tables
or sitting on the floor with a child who was working at the meeting space or in some corner of
the room (Fig. 35). She spoke quietly and listened attentively when working with individual
children, as well as when working with the whole class. Her manner was collaborative, sharing
information and ideas rather than dispensing knowledge.

Figure 42: Children chose where to work during independent work time.
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Ms. Marquez’s Dual Language Second Grade Classroom
Ms. Marquez’s second grade classroom was a corner room with plentiful natural lighting
provided by large windows lining the walls facing south and east. It was a generous, nearly
square space with a built-in sink and water fountain, as well as an individual bathroom (Fig. 43).

Figure 43: A sketch of the layout of Ms. Marquez's classroom.
When working independently or in small groups, the children were free to get a drink of water or
to use the bathroom as needed without asking permission. Children were also given the freedom
to use the bathroom or get a drink of water without asking permission during whole group les-
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sons at the meeting space; however, they knew that they were expected to do so without disrupting the lesson.
There were only 22 students in this class, which was relatively small for a second grade
class. Ms. Marquez said that it was “nice to have a small group this year.” Unlike the tables
used in the kindergarten and first grade classrooms, which had no individual storage space, the
children in the second grade class sat at individual desks that were arranged into four cooperative
groups referred to collectively as tables (Fig. 44). There was a color coordinated (blue, green, red
and yellow) book bin in the center of each table. Table seating was assigned early in the year on
a semi-random basis, with a mix of boys and girls at each table. Ms. Marquez tried to change the
seating arrangement every two months so that each child would have the opportunity to interact
with as many other classmates as possible throughout the school year. Although each child had
an assigned desk, the children often worked in various combinations with math and reading partners and small collaborative groups.
Each desk had an open-front built-in shelf where children kept their journals, notebooks and
folders, as well as any individual supplies (pencils, rulers, drawing materials, etc.) they may have
brought in from home to use. Once a month the class set aside time to collectively clean out their
desks. Ms. Marquez told me that this was important, because it helped the children to keep their
work and supplies organized and to instill a sense of responsibility for the materials and the
classroom. The children’s desks seemed fairly neat and organized, though each individual child’s
desk reflected his/her personality. Children kept small personal items, as well as school supplies,
in their desks. There were fewer shared supplies in Ms. Marquez’s classroom and children had
more individual responsibility for journals, notebooks and HW folders.
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Figure 44: Children in this second grade class had cooperatively grouped individual desks.

The room was decorated with pictures of the “Composer of the Month,” composers ranging
from Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Aaron Copland to Duke Ellington and the Beatles, whose
compositions were explored in depth throughout the school year. The daily schedule was posted
near the meeting space at the front of the room, alongside the learning goals for each topic of
study. At the beginning of the school year, the following hand-written poem was displayed on
an easel near the Word Wall:
Here at P.S. --We read and write and celebrate
We study hard and learn to do
Math and Science, something new
All the things we learn to do
Make us wise and happy, too
We know that learning makes us smart
We express ourselves through song and art
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Books and supplies were kept in well-marked bins on shelves within easy reach of the children. There was a math center, a science center and a writing center in the room. These centers
were used mostly to store the supplies used for each of these subjects, as the children generally
worked individually, in pairs, or in small groups at their tables, at the meeting space, or in various corners of the room (Fig. 45).

Figure 45: Children worked independently throughout much of the day, in pairs or small groups.

All of the materials in these centers were within easy reach of the children and children were
allowed to freely access supplies from the appropriate center, without asking permission, when
engaged in independent or group work (Fig. 46). During the time that I spent in this classroom, I
observed that the children in Ms. Marquez’s class worked with a great deal of independence
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throughout the day, remaining mostly on task, even when they were also quietly socializing with
their tablemates, which allowed Ms. Marquez to move about the room facilitating and stopping
to work with individual children. She rarely had to intervene to refocus the children’s attention.
Children were allowed to engage and interact freely with one another, as long as they accomplished their tasks and did not disrupt their classmates: freedom within set boundaries. The overall atmosphere in the classroom was calm and quiet activity.
There were two desktop computers in one corner of the room, as well as a laptop cart with
24 computers. On top of the laptop cart were two printers. There was no computer monitor in
this classroom; instead, the laptop computer cart was left open and accessible to the children
throughout the day and each child was accountable when using the computers (Fig. 46).

Figure 46: Materials and supplies, including the laptop computers, were freely accessible during the
school day.

During a lesson when the children were engaged in independent research, I observed several
children walk over to the cart and take computers back to their desks. They knew how to turn on
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the computers, how to log in to the NYCDOE website and how to search for information for
their research reports. When they were finished, they logged out, turned the computers off,
returned them to the cart and plugged them in to recharge. Whenever I looked over, the computer
cart was neat and orderly and all computers were plugged in and charging. Ms. Marquez would
facilitate if a child was having difficulty, but most of the children worked independently with the
computers. Ms. Marquez told me that she likes them to be able to work independently with the
computers and know how to take care of them.
A sizeable meeting space with a Smart Board was at the front of the room, delineated by two
6x6 foot carpets. The teacher’s chair and a mobile easel with chart paper were located at one end
of the meeting space. This larger chair was generally reserved for Ms. Marquez or the student
teacher; when children were sharing or presenting information, they usually sat on chairs at the
front of the meeting space, next to the teacher’s chair and the easel. When children gathered at
the meeting space for whole group lessons they generally chose the same seats, although seats at
the meeting space were not assigned. Some children sat on the edge of the carpets, leaning
against the wall or the bookshelves, while others chose seats in the center of the carpets. Some
children chose to pull up chairs and sit at the outskirt of the meeting space, rather than on the
floor. All of these choices were acceptable.
The physical layout of Ms. Marquez’s room was neat and organized, while the general
atmosphere was calm and focused, which truly embodied her quiet, orderly personality (Fig. 47).
She had a ready smile and a quiet voice. The word that came to mind most often in her classroom
was respect: mutual respect between Ms. Marquez and her students, children’s respect for one
another, respect for the materials and supplies in the classroom, respect for the learning that was
taking place.
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Figure 47: An overview of Ms. Marquez's classroom.

Communities of Practice: Understanding The Social Landscape
Each school and each classroom within is a community of practice defined by the common
aims and aspirations of the participants (Dewey, 1916a). Through their relationships, all of the
participants—students, teachers, parents and administrators—collaboratively transform school
and classroom, creating a unique learning environment that accommodates the distinctive social,
political and economic structures of their particular community. To understand the successes and
limitations of The Village School and La Escuelita in achieving a participatory democratic
learning community, it was important to study these relationships: how teachers and administrators engaged with students to create a sense of community; how individual children experienced
school and classroom; how teachers, students, parents and administrators defined their roles
within the school community; and how the school functioned within the broader community.
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Power Structures: The Sociopolitical Environment of Education in the U.S.
Bourdieu (1974) and Willis (1977) maintained that public schools (in France and England,
respectively) recreate the status quo, often perpetuating oppressive social patterns of privilege
and exclusion. More recently, Delpit (2006) and Kozol (2005) addressed similar failures of the
educational system in the U.S. Delpit (2006) claimed that the current hierarchical power
structure of the education system excludes children and families who enter schools without the
“codes of power,” while Kozol (2005) asserted that rigid and narrow reform policies, which lead
to scripted curriculum and programmatic instruction, predominately affect urban public schools.
Despite the passage of years between observations, the sociopolitical environment within
which these two New York City public schools were operating—The Village School in 2004 and
La Escuelita in 2012—was remarkably similar in many ways, dominated by the mandates of the
No Child Left Behind Act and the “education as business” approach of Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who was first granted authority of the New York City school system in 2002 and then
reauthorized in 2009. The inexorable move at federal and state levels toward standardization of
curriculum, teacher performance evaluation and testing constrained choices at the local level of
parents, teachers and administrators. Increasingly narrow measures of accountability focused
exclusively on specific skills in reading and mathematics created high stakes for everyone
involved with day-to-day classroom decision-making. Under the leadership of Chancellor Joel
Klein, individual teacher and school-wide evaluations were tied to these narrow measures of
student performance. Teachers and administrators at The Village School and La Escuelita knew
that poor school-wide performance on the New York State-mandated standardized tests might
result in loss of school funding and school closures.
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In arguing for a pedagogy of liberation, Friere (1990) claimed that transformative education
requires that teachers, as well as their students, learn to respect diverse perspectives, to share
decision-making, to negotiate curriculum, to engage in true dialogue. Students’ voices must be
respected and they must be encouraged to question, rather than to passively accept what they are
told. What I discovered at both The Village School and La Escuelita was how good teachers and
principals attempted to make the current issues of power and hierarchy transparent and to
transcend the limitations of curriculum and testing. Despite different backgrounds, personalities
and approaches to education, Lara at The Village School and Ms. Gutierrez at La Escuelita
moved beyond the vast constraints of the existing educational system to engage all participants
with a stake in their school communities—teachers, students and parents—in dialogue and
decision-making.
The Social Landscape of The Village School
The Village School had an interesting history, one that was unusual for a New York City
public school. The parent-teacher collaborative school was created in the 1980’s as the result of a
grassroots initiative from parents in the surrounding community who wanted a public school alternative for their children modeled on successful progressive schools in Manhattan at that time,
such as Bank Street School for Children and The Little Red Schoolhouse, both of which were
private schools that charged tuition. From its inception, parents were heavily involved in the
decision-making and design of The Village School, including designing the school charter and
mission statement and hiring faculty.
Several of the teachers at The Village School at the time of the observation, including
Robyn, were educators who had been drafted from among the parents involved in its creation.
When the school underwent a major restructuring in the 1990’s, parents and teachers had
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significant input into the hiring of the new principal, which was unusual for a New York City
public school. Typically, parents and teachers would meet and interview candidates initially
screened by the NYCDOE, and while they would have some input into the process, the
assignment would ultimately be the decision of the NYCDOE. However, at The Village School,
it was the voices of parents and teachers that were most evident in the choice of a new principal.
Lara, who was the principal at the time of the study, was formerly a teacher at the school, and it
was through the activism of parents and teachers that someone from within the school was
promoted.
This history was evident in the strength of the home-school connection at The Village
School and the sense of engagement and ownership that parents felt with regard to their
children’s education. The biweekly “Town Meetings” were open to parents, and many did attend.
Their voices were welcomed in the discussions about school policy that occurred during those
meetings. Parents initiated and coordinated various special projects and programs within the
school, many of which engaged children in community social action. They were comfortable in
the halls and classrooms of The Village School, and Lara greeted each parent by name and often
stopped to chat informally when children were dropped off in the morning and picked up in the
afternoon. It was accepted practice at The Village School for parents to drop by casually during
the day, without advance planning, to volunteer in their children’s classrooms.
A relaxed feeling permeated the environment of The Village School. Parents, teachers, and
administrators went by their first names with each other and with the students. Children were
often observed working on large projects in the hallways outside their classrooms and were given
freedom to move about within each classroom. Dress was casual, as well, and reflected the
trendy and artistic culture of the surrounding neighborhood.
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During the time that I spent there, it became clear to me that a defining aspect of The Village
School was a commitment at every level of the school hierarchy—parents, teachers and
administrators—to civic engagement and social justice, both at the local community level and
with respect to the larger society. Children at all grade levels participated in social action
projects, such as the care and cultivation of two local community gardens, a food drive to collect
non-perishable items to donate to a local food pantry and a peer-to-peer partnership with the
District 75 school that shared the building. Parents and teachers collaborated in planning community-based field trips and activities and in organizing school visits from local community
leaders.
The bimonthly Town Meetings were another indicator of the school’s strong commitment to
civic engagement. The meetings, which were held at the beginning of the school day (8:00 am),
were open to everyone within the school community. All participants within the community—
teachers, parents and students—were welcome to bring any relevant topic to the agenda. Many
parents attended these meetings and the agenda addressed a wide range of topics and issues. At
one meeting that I attended, several fifth grade students spoke about the need for better equipment to use on the outdoor playground during recess. The issue was discussed and a resolution
was passed to allocate funds for such equipment. The fifth grade students were responsible for
conducting a school-wide survey to determine where the money should be allocated and every
class participated in the survey. The results of the survey were presented at the following Town
Meeting and the ensuing discussion included students, parents and teachers from all grade levels.
A decision was reached as to what equipment to buy, and the funds were allocated to the agreedupon equipment. Each day at recess, the children of The Village School experienced first-hand
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the fruits of participating in community decision-making, of having their voices heard and their
choices validated.
Robyn’s Classroom: A Zen Experience
From the moment that I first entered Robyn’s classroom I was enveloped in the sense of
well-being that pervaded the environment, a peacefulness that was unusual to find in the buzz of
activity that generally characterizes a developmentally-appropriate primary grade classroom.
That Zen-like calm—a focus incorporating body and mind—flowed from the inner quiet that was
Robyn’s personality, as well as from her Montessori training. In an early conversation during my
first days in the classroom, Robyn explained to me that her perspective on teaching and learning—specifically the concept of creating a classroom environment of freedom within developmentally appropriate boundaries—evolved from her early Montessori training. Whenever Robyn
was in the classroom—whether she was teaching or collaborating with a student teacher or specialist—there was a quiet energy in the room, a sense of children and adults engaged by choice in
meaningful tasks.
Robyn’s training and background as an artist also influenced her pedagogy. She believed
that, as an artist, in order to spread her creative wings and explore freely, she needed to first learn
the fundamentals, to become firmly rooted in understanding the basic forms. She explained to me
that, for an artist to improvise and move beyond the traditional boundaries, she first needs to
learn the rudiments, the basic language of art, the techniques and tools of form, color and line, of
shapes, brushstrokes, size and scale. In applying this to the classroom community and to the
children’s developing sense of civic engagement, Robyn explained that young children need a
solid foundation—a true and deeply-rooted understanding of rules, rights and responsibilities, of
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power structures and injustice, of democratic participation and decision-making—in order to engage in meaningful and authentic learning.
In Robyn’s classroom, community rules were not sacrosanct or imposed from without, but
instead were organic, evolving through use in the classroom community and subject to revision
as needed. There were reasons and resolutions included with each rule. As I noted earlier, a set of
handwritten rules on individual cards was posted on the chalkboard near the windows. The initial
set of rules had been collaboratively developed during the first week of classes in September and
then discussed and amended as needed during class meetings throughout the year. During the
time of the study, these were the four rules that were posted:
Do not hurt anyone’s body or feelings.
Solve it in a peaceful way.
Respect each other and school property.
Treat people and things the way you want you and your things to be treated.
Do not interrupt each other’s learning.
Quiet voices and calm bodies help everyone do their best
Do not use curse words at school.
These kinds of words will get you in trouble.
These rules described a way of living and working together in the classroom. Robyn often
referenced individual rules when working with the children, whether mediating disputes or
reinforcing the need to collaborate as a learning community.
Classroom jobs were posted on the back of the classroom door. Jobs were assigned at the
beginning of each week and rotated every week, so that each child had the opportunity to
perform each job at some time during the school year. The classroom jobs included a variety of
responsibilities ranging from routine cleanup (e.g., “Table Tops” or “Books”) to positions of
authority and responsibility (e.g., “Teacher’s Assistant” or “Line Leader”). For example, one of
the key responsibilities of the Teacher’s Assistant was calling children to line up whenever the
class was transitioning to another room or activity (lunch, art, physical education, etc.). Even the
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youngest and most reticent first-grade students took their turn as Teacher’s Assistant, and the
second graders respected the authority of the younger children when it was their turn to take on
these jobs.
The morning routine at The Village School was individual to each classroom. There was no
regular morning announcement from the main office, nor did the students recite the pledge of
allegiance every morning. Morning meeting in Robyn’s room usually addressed the daily schedule and other important items specific to their classroom. The “Morning Message” was handwritten each day on chart paper, before the children arrived, and the Teacher’s Assistant would read
the message aloud. A typical morning message, for example: “Good morning. Today we will
paint the ocean around our landforms. We will also read more on how an island is formed. Let’s
remember to be calm, stay focused and help each other learn.”
Throughout the time of the study, Robyn often addressed issues of power and the need to
balance individual rights and community needs during class meetings and discussions, both
formal and informal. In informal conversations, Robyn told me that she strongly believed the
democratic process requires critical reflection regarding issues of power and authority, rules and
rights. She was comfortable negotiating with the students and providing opportunities for active
participation in the governance of the classroom. She was also willing to admit mistakes and to
apologize to the children when necessary. She often addressed the need for students to balance
their individual rights with those of the classroom community, using phrases such as “You are a
part of this community,” “We are responsible for one another,” and “We will listen to each person’s story” in analyzing conflicts and attempting to mediate peaceful resolutions. In all the
months that I spent in this classroom, I never saw a child sent out of the room (either to another
classroom or to the main office) because of behavioral issues. While Robyn would sometimes
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ask a child to leave the meeting space, there was no “timeout” corner in this room and children
who were asked to step outside the confines of the meeting space simply took a chair outside the
benches and continued to participate. Robyn never asked a child to move away from the meeting
space or left a child sitting outside the meeting space for an extended time. She always placed
great emphasis on the idea that every child was an important part of the classroom community
and that they were all responsible for one another.
During the time that I observed in Robyn’s classroom, I noted many occasions where she
calmly addressed difficult socioemotional topics with the children, such as anger and sadness,
problems with friendships and family relationships, bullying and aggression, and even violence
and death. Robyn also spoke about helping to prepare children for what she called “school life”
and the importance of explicitly practicing rules for school. “Our job (teachers) is to help
children be strong enough to follow rules even when it’s hard to sit still or not talk to friends
during meeting time.”
My Place in the Classroom
During the months that I spent in Robyn’s classroom, my status as a participant observer
within the classroom community remained ambiguous. The children quickly adjusted to seeing
me in the classroom on a regular basis. However, I was not a parent or a friend, but also not a
teacher. During meeting time I would usually sit right behind the benches, bringing my chair up
to the space between the side and rear benches, so that I was sort of in the circle but could still
lean on the table just behind the meeting space when I wrote. While children would sometimes
turn around during meeting time (or walk over to where I was sitting during independent work
time) to see what I was writing, by the second week the class as a whole was used to my constant
scribbling and didn’t pay much attention.
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As an adult within the classroom, I seem to automatically have been accorded a certain authority, but I never exercised that authority. I often participated when there were group activities
and sometimes one or another of the children would ask for my help with what they were doing,
e.g., how to spell a word or how to approach a math problem. Sometimes they would share stories with me about themselves and their families and friends. At the beginning, Robyn was concerned that it would be distracting to me to have the children asking questions and coming to me
for help with their work. On my part, I felt odd at first, being in a classroom and not interacting
with the children. I am an educator and I have taught in elementary school classrooms, and so
my instinct was always to jump right in. Robyn and I spoke about our mutual concerns. She
came to understand that it doesn’t distract me when the children come to me to talk or to ask for
help, that it actually enriched my observations. And I learned how to balance observation and
participation, for the most part.

	
  

Social Landscape of La Escuelita del Corazón	
  
The neighborhood that surrounds La Escuelita in northwestern Queens is a working class

immigrant neighborhood with a strong Hispanic culture. The values and ideals of this community
are reflected within the halls and classrooms of the school. One of the greatest strengths of La
Escuelita was the balance achieved by administrators and teachers in honoring the home culture
of the students and simultaneously teaching them how to achieve success within what Delpit
(2006) refers to as the “culture of power.”
Delpit (2006) in Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom and Valdés
(1996) in Con Respeto: Bridging the Distances Between Culturally Diverse Families and
Schools have each explored aspects of the cultural divide between home and school in many
communities. According to Delpit, the hierarchical structure, educational curriculum and
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achievement standards of schools in the U.S. reflect the values and ideals of the “culture of power,” that is mainstream, middle class Western European values and beliefs about education and
about the intertwining roles of school, family and community. Valdés, in a case study of ten
Mexican families in the U.S., found that despite parents’ commitment to education, there was a
significant divergence between home and school regarding expectations and roles. This cultural
divide marginalized the community and limited the academic success of their children. Delpit
and Valdés suggest that it is the responsibility of teachers and administrators to reach across this
divide, to make transparent these codes of power and to explicitly teach children and parents
from diverse cultures the rules of participation in mainstream culture, so that they can achieve
success within the existing system, while at the same time honoring the cultural values and beliefs of non-mainstream families.
Ms. Gutierrez, the principal of La Escuelita, was a driving force in achieving this balance to
preserve the Hispanic culture of the community while helping the children of that community to
assimilate and succeed in the dominant culture. Her high expectations of parents and students
were matched by her faith in their ability to succeed. There was a strong commitment—
beginning with Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz and extending to teachers, parents and students—to
meet and exceed educational standards. When I first spoke with Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz, I
wondered whether they had higher expectations because they share the Hispanic background of
the parents and students in their school. Were they less willing to accept a lower level of
achievement because they did not view their students as, somehow, disadvantaged by their nonmainstream cultural background? Did they have a greater sense of urgency (of immediacy) because they wanted to prove to the dominant (white) culture of our society that Hispanic culture is
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strong and that the families in this community care very much about helping their children to
achieve academic success?
In a conversation with Ms. Gutierrez, before I could even voice these questions, she shared
her belief that it is important to show the world that the children and parents of this largely
immigrant community of mostly second language learners is capable of achieving a high level of
academic success. She told me that she does not accept that the children of this community
cannot succeed because they are second language learners. She explained that the bilingual and
dual language programs at La Escuelita are designed to support the children in achieving this
success, as is the strong focus on aesthetic education, which emphasizes the development of critical thinking skills through multiple learning modalities.
The school and student mission statements at La Escuelita are an ideological commitment to
an equal partnership of all members of the school community. The school mission statement
reads as follows:
The La Escuelita educational family, consisting of administrators, teachers, parents and
children will work together at school and at home to realize our belief that all children
will meet the performance standards and achieve academic excellence. The mission of
the La Escuelita family is to create a nurturing, child-centered environment with a
comprehensive, developmentally appropriate, standards-based curriculum to maximize
the intellectual, social and emotional growth of all of our children. Together, we foster
a love of learning and the creative arts through differentiated instruction. We celebrate
the uniqueness of each child by integrating all subject areas with a wealth of literature,
a diversified music program, original poetry, dramatic performance arts and the visual
arts.
Parent outreach was a central component of La Escuelita’s mission. Teachers and administrators
that I spoke with said that the school makes a strong effort to coordinate with parents, to keep
them informed and up-to-date about what their children are doing in school and what the school
hopes (and expects) parents can achieve at home, to get them involved and keep them involved
and to incorporate and include them in the decision-making process. The parent coordinator’s
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office was welcoming and accessible, located just inside the main entrance of the school where it
was the first sight to greet new parents. During the months that I spent at La Escuelita, Regina,
the parent coordinator, was at the school on a daily basis, available to provide information and
address concerns, committed to working with and meeting the needs of all parents in this
working class community. Parent workshops were scheduled for morning, afternoon and evening
to accommodate varied work schedules. The evening programs for parents—technology classes
and adult ESL classes, as well as classes designed to teach parents how to assist their children in
reading, writing, and completing homework assignments—were well attended and informative.
Parent participation at those meetings was lively, with many questions and comfortable backand-forth discussions.
Although curriculum meetings and parent-teacher conferences were generally scheduled
during the school day (8:00 am – 3:00 pm), teachers explained that they reach out to parents who
cannot attend scheduled curriculum meetings and conferences during the day, sending home
letters to offer alternative times when they could meet with parents early in the morning and in
the late afternoon and evening. During the first curriculum meetings in September, I walked
around the school, checking in with each classroom (not just those in which I was observing).
Parent attendance at those first initial meetings was high (80% or higher) in every classroom,
mostly mothers but more than a few fathers, as well. Those who could not arrange for babysitting
brought their younger children. Although no formal arrangements had been made to accommodate parents with children, student teachers and teaching aides occupied the younger children
during the presentations, which were conducted in Spanish, although the accompanying slides
were in English.
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In addition to the school mission statement, the students of La Escuelita had their own
mission statement, which was recited every morning:
We are special and can do great things. Our mission is to work with our teachers, parents and classmates to meet the standards. We will do our best to learn every day
through the arts.
Even the youngest members of the school community—the prekindergarten students—learned
the student mission statement and the importance of collaboration and responsibility within the
educational partnership that Ms. Gutierrez envisioned for La Escuelita.
Learning Through the Arts
La Escuelita employed full-time curriculum specialists for both art and music, which was
unusual for a NYC public school, and exemplified Ms. Gutierrez’s belief in the important role
the arts play in education. Even at a time when the New York City Department of Education, as
well as the state and federal education hierarchy, were placing so much emphasis on the fundamentals of reading and mathematics that “nonessential” curriculum areas such as the arts were
being systematically cut from schools across the U.S., children at La Escuelita continued to
“learn every day through the arts.” Despite limited availability of school funding, La Escuelita
also maintained a collaborative partnership with 92Y, through which teaching artists would visit
the school each month and classes would take field trips to 92Y to see dance, music and theatrical performances.
Each month, the school celebrated the life and work of one artist and one composer. During
the 2012-13 school year, the visual arts curriculum included artists ranging from Leonardo Da
Vinci to Diego Rivera, from Norman Rockwell to Georgia O’Keefe, from Mary Cassatt to Francisco Goya. The composers studied ranged from Amadeus Mozart to Stephen Foster, from
Joaquin Rodrigo to Scott Joplin, from Ludwig von Beethoven to Duke Ellington. The curriculum
allowed students to experience diverse works of art and to engage in real inquiry around those
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works of art. Throughout the school year, children at every grade level in this early childhood
school engaged in in-depth explorations of complex music and art that put into practice the
fundamental principles of aesthetic education: experiencing works of art, noticing deeply,
questioning, making connections, creating meaning and, perhaps most important, learning that
complex issues have more than one interpretation, that there are multiple perspectives and that
the diverse perspectives of others in the community should be respected (Greene, 2001). In each
classroom, beautifully illustrated books exploring the lives and works of these visual artists were
available throughout the year (Fig. 48).
During the month of September, the “Artist of the Month” was Diego Velasquez. Students
in all grades read stories about the artist’s life and worked with teaching artists to explore and
experience Velasquez’s artistic process, recreating their favorite works of art (Fig. 49).

Figure 48: Illustrated books celebrating the lives and work of the "Artists of the Month.”
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Figure 49: Bulletin board display of Diego Velasquez from Ms. Garcia's kindergarten class.

During the month of December, children experienced the works of the Russian composer
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky. As part of that unit, the music teacher Mr. Valdez introduced the children in each class to a video of the classic American Ballet Theater production of The Nutcracker with Mikhail Baryshnikov and Gelsey Kirkland. The second grade students with whom I
watched the first part of that video were riveted. Mr. Valdez had brought the video into the classroom, gathering the children at the meeting space and turning down the lights. The effect was
casual and easy, as though they were watching in the comfort of their homes. During the 40
minutes that they watched, the only talking that occurred was students responding to what was
happening in the ballet, either asking a question or commenting. Their questions and comments
were to the point and indicated that they were noticing deeply and thinking about both the dance
and the music. Mr. Valdez, for the most part, allowed the students to experience the ballet, occasionally interjecting a comment to draw their attention to a particular moment. When he did so, it
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was in a quiet voice, meant to enhance but not to disturb their immersion in the work of art.
When the period was over and Mr. Valdez had to stop the video before it was finished, the students tried to convince him to stay and let them finish watching. He explained that their time was
up for the day, but that he would return the next day so that they could watch the rest of The Nutcracker.
However, the arts curriculum at La Escuelita did not focus solely upon providing children an
aesthetic appreciation as patrons of the arts. A deeper understanding of any artistic endeavor requires experiencing art through the senses, through embodiment. Thus, every student at every
grade level participated in dance, music and theater productions that were performed for parents
and peers. Mr. Valdez, the music teacher, saw each class several times during the week for
scheduled music classes, and had also instituted both a band and a glee club as extracurricular
activities for children in grades K-2. Many children participated in either the school band or glee
club. In December, during the final week of school before the winter holiday, Mr. Valdez
arranged for the glee club to sing holiday songs for seniors from the neighborhood at the local
community center (Fig. 50). They also performed a Winter Concert for the school, to which
parents were invited, and for holiday travellers at LaGuardia Airport. The concert included such
holiday standards as “Jingle Bells,” “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer,” “White Christmas,”
“Silver Bells” and “I’ll Be Home For Christmas” as well as the contemporary Hanukkah ballad,
“Light the Candles of Freedom.” Some of these songs involved complex harmonies; Mr. Valdez
never doubted that the students could learn them. He taught them theory, rehearsed interval
scales with them and held them to high expectations, and they sang beautifully.
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Figure 50: The glee club performing a winter concert for seniors at a local community center.

Character Education Curriculum
Ms. Gutierrez had also implemented at La Escuelita a strong character education curriculum.
Each month there was a unit lesson on the “Value of the Month,” which was explored and reinforced through literature. Values included cooperation, honesty, forgiveness, respect and citizenship. In October the children explored the value honesty, which was introduced using the Chinese folktale The Empty Pot, a story that showcases the courage of one little boy who deals truthfully with the Emperor, even though it is difficult to do so. The story of The Empty Pot was read
in every class from PreK–Grade 2, with accompanying developmentally appropriate lessons that
encouraged children to question, to create meaning, and to make connections to their own lives.
In addition to the “Value of the Month,” each month teachers in grades K-2 chose one
student who had demonstrated exemplary character to be celebrated. The “Student of the Month”
honor was not dependent upon academic achievement. Rather, it was tied to the values of the
character education curriculum. Children were chosen because they had demonstrated kindness,
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respect for classmates and collaboration—what the teachers and administrators at La Escuelita
considered a sense of citizenship within the classroom community. The ceremony honoring the
children chosen as Student of the Month was important at La Escuelita; it was considered a
serious honor and responsibility. Teachers gave thought to who would be chosen. Parents and
family were invited to the ceremony, teachers and administrators attended, and each child was
called to the stage, presented with a certificate and given the opportunity to make a small speech.
On the day when I first met with Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz to discuss my proposal, I was
invited to attend a Student of the Month ceremony, which was held in the multipurpose room. It
was impressive. At least one parent or family member was there for each child (many children
had both parents and other family members, as well). Family members were invited on the stage
after their child had accepted the award to say a few words to their child. Pictures were taken,
hugs were exchanged and parents seemed genuinely moved. Even the youngest children, who
were five, were encouraged to say a few words, in either English or Spanish. Ms. Gutierrez explained to me after the ceremony that she believes, especially for bilingual children and second
language learners, it is important for children to learn how to speak in public. The children give
thought to what they plan to say and their teachers work with them to prepare and practice before
the ceremony. At the Student of the Month ceremony that I attended, none of the children spoke
from written notes and none required excessive encouragement to speak. Some spoke in English,
others in Spanish. In a sentence or two they talked about something that was important to them:
home, school, family or community. In addition to the school-wide ceremony, each child is also
celebrated in some unique way in his or her classroom (Fig. 51).
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Figure 51: Student of the Month in Ms. Ramirez's class.

Collaborative Teaching with Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno
Cooperation and respect were key aspects of Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom. They
modeled these values in their relationship with one another, as well as in their interactions with
student teachers and observers, paraprofessionals, visitors and—most important—the students
with whom they shared the classroom. Respect for their students was exemplified in the “Golden
Rules for Teachers” that they had posted prominently by the door (Fig. 52). It was a visual
confirmation that they held themselves to the same standards of citizenship that they expected of
their students. “Help students help themselves.” “Be a good listener.” “Treat students with respect.” “Treat students as you would want to be treated.” These rules may seem simple, but in
the years that I have spent in New York City schools, too often I have seen that in the hierarchical structure of the classroom, children are expected to follow rules that teachers ignore with-
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out consequence. Well-meaning teachers often treat young children in the primary grades with
firm kindness rather than respect. Adults—parents as well as teachers—do not often treat young
children as their “emotional compatriots,” as Elkind (1993) suggests, granting proper significance to their day-to-day experiences.

Figure 52: A set of rules for teachers, prominently posted in the classroom.

This set of rules for teachers exemplified the ideology that Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno
brought to their classroom. In a conversation with Ms. Amaro at the beginning of the school
year, she explained to me that she and Ms. Carreno try to teach by example, to create a true sense
of community within the classroom that flows from the top down. In their interactions with one
another and with the students, they try to follow the rules for citizenship they expect the children
to follow. “(For example) we model sharing. We always say, ‘Here Ms. Carreno, you can use
this’ (she mimes giving a book to Ms. Carreno). They see us do it. They will learn the vocabulary
of citizenship.”
On the fourth day of the new school year I was in the classroom early, before the children
arrived, watching as Ms. Carreno and Ms. Amaro set up the classroom. There was a very calm
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energy in the room as they worked quickly and quietly, occasionally conferring with one another.
Classical music played softly in the background as the children entered, put their backpacks in
the closet (without teacher direction) and took their assigned seats at their tables. Although this
was still the first week of school, the children in this kindergarten class—some of whom were
experiencing formal schooling for the first time—seemed to know what was expected of them.
There was already a feeling of belonging, of organization, of community.
Ms. Carreno and Ms. Amaro usually divided the class into two groups for morning meeting
and also for most whole group lessons. Ms. Amaro explained that they switched groups every
day at morning meeting (this was random grouping, not achievement-based) so the children
would get used to both styles of teaching. “It’s important for children to learn in kindergarten
about different teaching styles and to become comfortable with different teachers.” Based on informal assessments during the first week of school, children were placed in higher or lower
achieving groups in reading, writing, math and Spanish. Within these groups they were then
grouped again, so that there were four groups altogether, allowing for greater differentiated
learning opportunities. The two teachers collaborated on this as they did on everything in the
classroom. Achievement-based groups were switched monthly, so that each group had the opportunity to work with one teacher for a month. According to Ms. Carreno and Ms. Amaro, this
benefited both the children and the teachers, allowing them to get to know each child and to confer with regard to learning goals for individual children.
There was a strong synergy between the two teachers as I observed them, even when working with different groups at separate meeting spaces. If Ms. Carreno finished a lesson before Ms.
Amaro was finished (and this varied, depending upon who was teaching which group and how
the lesson proceeded) then she would engage the children in enrichment while waiting for Ms.
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Amaro to complete the lesson. I asked Ms. Amaro how she and Ms. Carreno synchronized their
timing when working in two small groups. “We improvise. We try to synchronize but it is not
always possible because children learn at different rates. So we improvise. We add something—
enrichment—if we need to, like this morning when Ms. Carreno finished before me, so she sang
the “Days of the Week” song with them to give me time to go over the schedule (with my group).
We try to synchronize.”
When co-teaching a lesson, they seemed to be able to finish one another’s sentences, seamlessly going back and forth in their talking. When Ms. Carreno was explaining writer’s workshop and searched for a word, she looked over to Ms. Amaro, who filled it in. Ms. Amaro then
asked a quiet question about how they were going to carry out some aspect of the lesson. They
coordinated very closely. Another time, when Ms. Carreno was leading a whole group lesson at
the large meeting space, there was a lot of back and forth between the two teachers. Theirs truly
seemed to be a respectful and collaborative partnership.
Just as important as their easy synchronization, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno truly seemed to
enjoy each other’s company. They laughed easily with each other and were also very supportive
of one another. They modeled teamwork and cooperation, which is not always the case when two
teachers are co-teaching in one classroom. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno each told me, separately,
that they really do enjoy working together, and that they complement one another. Ms. Carreno
was quieter and more introspective, while Ms. Amaro was more outgoing and liked to “think out
loud,” modeling the process for the children. In speaking with Ms. Gutierrez, I learned that she
took great care in thoughtfully assigning co-teachers to achieve this type of collaborative and
complementary classroom environment, taking into account each teacher’s personality, strengths
and weaknesses, and teaching style.
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Both teachers were quietly authoritative, devoting time to explicit explanation of rules and
responsibilities in the classroom. If there were changes in the daily schedule (usually as a result
of time constraints) they would make a point of explaining the change and why it was necessary.
During one lesson at the meeting space that I observed in the second week of school, Ms. Amaro
took time to remind children to acknowledge each other and respect each other’s space. She
demonstrated how they should be sitting and let them practice. She encouraged them to resolve
conflicts at the meeting space peacefully, using their words (“Ask her to move. You need to ask
her. Go ahead.”) and she facilitated when necessary, encouraging them to be polite and gracious
with one another (“Now that she’s moved, what do you say?” “Thank you.”).
During independent work and quiet time, children were allowed to get up and move around
the room, to use the bathroom or water fountain or to access supplies without raising their hands
to ask permission. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno only asked the children to be aware of how many
people were in the bathroom (the limit was two) or using the water fountain (also limited to two)
and not disturb other children who were working.
In addition to the Magic Five rules, the class composed a short list of class rules during a
discussion in the first week of school. These rules were written with marker on a dry erase board,
rather than in ink and laminated, which allowed for the possibility of change. The list was posted
low on the wall at the large meeting space, where the children could easily see it when sitting on
the carpet. The rules were:
•
•
•
•
•

Listen to the teacher
Raise your hand to speak
Keep your hands to yourself
Use nice words with your friends
Sit quietly

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

211

Most of these rules were aimed at classroom management, though the fourth rule (“Use nice
words with you friends”) was aimed at creating a sense of community. Ms. Amaro and Ms.
Carreno referred often to this rule when facilitating conflict resolution, encouraging the children
to express their needs politely and listen to one another. Ms. Amaro, in particular, used very clear
and explicit language when modeling how to resolve a conflict peacefully.
There were eight different classroom jobs in this kindergarten class with varying levels of
responsibility and varying numbers of children assigned to carry out each job. The prefabricated
School Time Helpers! poster was posted on the inside of the classroom door, where it was easily
visible whether the door was closed or open (Fig. 53). The jobs handwritten onto the poster
were: Door Monitor, Office Monitor, Homework Monitor, Book Bin Monitor, Closet Monitor,
Paper Monitor, Notebook Monitor and Teacher Helper. Most of these jobs involved distributing
and collecting materials from classmates. The Office Monitors were responsible for bringing the
attendance to the Main Office and for delivering messages between classrooms. The Teacher
Helpers were responsible for handing out materials not included in the other job descriptions.
Although monitors were responsible for handling and organizing many of the materials used in
the classroom, no job in this classroom involved the level of autonomous decision-making of
certain jobs in Robyn’s classroom at the Village School, for example the Teacher Assistant.
However, this was also a kindergarten class, not a first/second grade class, and for many of the
children this was their first experience of formal schooling. Thus, the level of responsibility was
most likely determined with this in mind. Children kept these jobs for an entire month, with the
goal that they would be able to carry out their responsibilities independently, without help or
reminders from the teachers.
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Figure 53: Classroom jobs in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno's kindergarten classroom.

The two-part behavioral motivation chart that Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno used on a daily
basis in the classroom (Fig. 22) was a visual reminder to each child about how successful he or
she was on any given day in observing the classroom rules, as well as a reminder of his/her overall observance. As with any behavior modification strategy, the chart was designed to encourage
compliance and extinguish behaviors that were considered negative. A yellow card was a first
reminder. When a child’s actions were outside the accepted classroom rules for behavior, Ms.
Amaro or Ms. Carreno would usually give a warning first, asking if the child needed a reminder.
If the behavior continued, the teacher would ask the child to walk to the chart and turn his or her
card to yellow. This was an important aspect of how the chart was used in this classroom, a physical enactment of the consequence. After turning the card to yellow, the child would rejoin the
group at the meeting space or other activity. Most often, the behavioral motivation chart was
called into play during whole group lessons at the meeting space, when the lesson was teacherdirected and required quiet listening; there was a much higher tolerance for noise and occasional
off-task behavior during small group work at the tables.
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Ms. Amaro explained that she and Ms. Carreno tried to “be on top of it and keep parents in
the loop so there are no surprises and everyone is on the same page.” She told me that, since
kindergarten was the first experience of full-day school for most of these children, “there is a
learning curve,” for children and their parents. She and Ms. Carreno tried to keep the lines of
communication with parents strong, so that parents would know and understand the rules and
expectations in the classroom. She added that both she and Ms. Carreno welcomed questions
from parents, so that expectations were consistent between school and home, and parents would
know why a child had or had not received a tally for the day.
As I mentioned previously, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno were generally in agreement as to
what behavior warranted a warning or reminder. They were very sparing in their use of the behavioral motivation chart, which was just one strategy in their classroom management repertoire.
They used the chart as a teaching tool, rather than a simple punishment. However, teacher expectations and tolerance for various behaviors (e.g., talking, moving about) varied widely among
student teachers, specials teachers and substitute teachers, which meant that enforcement of the
rules and utilization of the behavior modification chart were very inconsistent.
In particular, the Reading Reform consultant made liberal use during her twice a week, 40minute lessons of punitive measures such as warnings and reminders. Often, one child would be
singled out to receive multiple reprimands during a single lesson. Her classroom management
approach was authoritarian, with strict behavioral rules and requirements that were strictly enforced. She did not explain or provide reasons, so much as give orders and expect instant and
unquestioning compliance. Both Ms. Carreno, with her quiet, calm authority, and Ms. Amaro,
who explained the reasons behind every rule or request, were more successful in getting children
to comply with classroom rules and to do their work. On several occasions during a Reading
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Reform lesson, when Ms. Green could not get a child to comply, I observed Ms. Carreno step in
to ask the child in her quiet way, to comply with the request, to which the child responded.
While it is understandable that a student teacher, substitute teacher or consultant, such as
Ms. Green, whose classroom management skills and style were unfamiliar to the children and
less effective than that of the classroom teachers, might have felt the need to resort to nondemocratic, authoritarian measures to maintain control, the end result was that these teachers
were given the authority to use the behavioral motivation chart to punish and reprimand, to hand
out warning and reminders. Thus, they had a negative impact on the children’s experience of the
classroom as a democratic learning community.
As I had previously observed in Robyn’s classroom, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno addressed
the issue directly. They took the time to prepare the children, explaining that different teachers
had different rules, and that Reading Reform with Ms. Green had a different structure than their
usual classroom environment, but that they should respect Ms. Green’s rules. “We are teachers
and Ms. Green is another teacher, so you need to listen when she is teaching you and you need
to do what she asks you to do.”
Ms. Garcia’s Dynamic Class
Ms. Garcia was a teacher with many years of experience in the kindergarten classroom and a
strong commitment to developmentally appropriate practice. She had high academic expectations
for her students and their parents, and a passion for teaching. Her exuberant personality was
reflected in the atmosphere of her classroom, which was upbeat, energetic and often noisy as
children engaged with the task of active learning. There was a noticeably higher level of on-task
chatting and interaction in this classroom than in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten
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classroom. Whenever I entered the classroom, I was immediately enveloped by the dynamic
energy that pervaded the room.
There was always a hum of conversation whether children were engaged in small group
work or independent activities, and even at the meeting space. Ms. Garcia described her students
as “very chatty” and attributed this to the bilingual nature of the class. She explained that, as
young bilinguals learning two languages at once, the children were engaged in more intense
cognitive effort, constructing two language maps simultaneously, and the “chattiness” helped
them to learn to code switch, so that they would become fluent speakers of both languages.
The dual language classes at La Escuelita were considered an enrichment program with the
goal of attaining fluency in speaking, listening, reading and writing in English and Spanish. In
order to qualify for the program, children had to achieve proficiency in English on the LAB-R,
even those for whom Spanish was their primary language at home. The children accepted into
the dual language kindergarten class generally showed higher achievement levels in math and
literacy assessments than children in the bilingual class. Ms. Garcia moved fluently between the
two languages and the pace of lessons in this class was faster than in the bilingual kindergarten
class. Unlike the bilingual kindergarten class, where lessons at the very beginning of the school
year were taught mostly in Spanish, with the goal of gradually moving children from learning in
their primary language to learning in English, Ms. Garcia taught Spanish formally throughout the
school year, including the components of grammar. All lessons were taught on alternate days in
either Spanish or English. At the beginning of the school year, however, when introducing a new
concept or a new assignment, Ms. Garcia explained the assignment in both Spanish and English.
She explained to me that she did so because, although some of the students were bilingual, all
were fluent in English.
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Although Spanish was the primary language at home for many of these students, some of the
students in Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten class were native Spanish speakers and some were native
English speakers; some were English-language dominant while others were English/Spanish
bilingual. According to Ms. Garcia, many of the parents whose children attended La Escuelita
had more formal education than previous generations of new immigrants, and they wanted their
children to become fluent in English language and culture while maintaining their Hispanic language and culture. She said many of the children in this class had been exposed to English—
through preschool, library programs and educational television—in ways that may not have happened in the past.
Ms. Garcia said that she explains to parents at the beginning of the school year that the dual
language class requires a strong commitment of time and perseverance, especially for those
children who are English-language dominant, and whose parents are not fluent in Spanish. “I tell
them I can’t do everything here (in the classroom) and they need to work with (the children) at
home. If you don’t speak Spanish, go to the library with your child, ask a neighbor for help,
listen to Spanish radio, watch Spanish television stations.” She went on to say that many of her
students’ parents were well educated—high school graduates, college graduates, professionals—
and chose to live in this neighborhood so their children could attend La Escuelita and take part in
the dual language program enrichment program. As she described it, they wanted their children
to be truly bilingual and bicultural—to move easily and fluently between both languages and
cultures—and were willing to assume the extra commitment that the dual language program
demanded.
The classroom rules in Ms. Garcia’s class were posted at the meeting space (Fig. 54). This
was a short list of five behavioral rules accompanied by a photograph to illustrate each rule. The
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photographs were of children in the class, which made the rules seem specific to this particular
classroom community and provided visual confirmation to the children that they were capable of
enacting these rules. The rules were handwritten and were created in collaboration with the
children at the beginning of the school year, although the language seemed to be more reflective
of the teacher’s voice than of the children’s voices. They included guidelines regarding
cooperation (‘we are helpful to our friends”) and respect for the physical environment (“we keep
our places neat”) as well as more typical rules for appropriate classroom behavior.

Figure 54: The classroom rules were created in collaboration with the children.

There were only three classroom jobs in Ms. Garcia’s classroom and each entailed multiple
responsibilities. As with the learning centers chart, the classroom jobs chart used clothespins
with the children’s names written on them (Fig. 55). Table Monitors (one child from each table)
were in charge of distributing, collecting and organizing all of the book bins, homework folders,
writing folders, pencils and crayons, etc. for children at their assigned table; Office Monitors
(two) were accountable for bringing attendance and notices to and from the main office; and
Closet Monitors (four) were responsible for opening and closing the closet doors and retrieving
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items from the closet as needed during the school day. Jobs were reassigned on a weekly, rather
than monthly basis. At the beginning of each week, new monitors were chosen during morning
meeting time; the assignments proceeded clockwise around the table. Ms. Garcia explained that
by using a simplified system with only three jobs that were reassigned on a weekly basis, every
child would have an opportunity over the course of the year to do each job at least once, though
not everyone had a job each week.

Figure 55: A simplified system for classroom jobs.

During the time that I spent in Ms. Garcia’s classroom, I observed on many occasions that
adherence to rituals was less important and took a back seat to other learning, Whether it was
reciting the pledge of allegiance, daily routines such as calendar and weather, or following the
daily schedule, there seemed to be a looser, less formal structure in Ms. Garcia’s class than in
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class or in most traditional classrooms. This was also true during
learning activities, including whole class lessons at the meeting space, small group work, partner
work and independent work.
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For example, during one whole class writing lesson at the meeting space, as Ms. Garcia
modeled a story, she engaged the children in a discussion, asking questions and encouraging
them to elaborate her story with details. Sometimes several children spoke at once. Ms. Garcia
did not ask them to raise their hands, nor did she reprimand them for calling out. The discussion
was lively, with children talking and responding to Ms. Garcia’s questions and to one another’s
ideas throughout the lesson in a conversational manner. Although Ms.

Garcia was clearly di-

recting the discussion and children were responding to her questions and speaking mostly to her,
not to one another, the teacher-student interaction was more of an open discussion, rather than
the usual question/response.
At one point during the lesson, the children were engaged in a “turn and talk” with one or
two partners, telling each other what they planned to write about (Fig. 56). Their conversations
were animated, which Ms. Garcia accepted and encouraged. As the children shared their ideas
with one another, Ms. Garcia walked around scaffolding, facilitating, listening to individual pairs
as they shared and offering suggestions. There was a fairly high level of on-task noise in the
classroom. When the student observer was about to intervene to quiet the students, Ms. Garcia
stopped her, saying, “It’s okay, Ms. Jasmine, they’re sharing their stories with each other. Don’t
worry.”
Although Reading Reform in Ms. Garcia’s classroom was more formal and structured than
most other lessons, it was taught by Ms. Garcia, rather than by the Reading Reform consultant,
Ms. Green, and was, therefore, very different from Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom.
The table were not rearranged into rows all facing the teacher, although the children were asked
to turn their chairs around at their tables to face the SMART Board for the first part of the lesson.
When writing in their notebooks, children turned their chairs back around to the tables. During
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Figure 56: Children engaged in a "turn and talk" to share story ideas.

the Reading Reform lesson in Ms. Garcia’s class, children were still allowed to get up from their
tables without asking permission to get new pencils from the writing center, or to use the water
fountain or bathroom if they needed to do so. Children chatted comfortably as they wrote their
names on the top of the page, and helped one another; for example, one child reminded the other
children at his table, “Write your name only, nothing else.” This was very different from Reading
Reform with Ms. Green, who was constantly admonishing children to be quiet and reprimanding
any children who did not obey. When Ms. Garcia asked the children to quiet down so that she
could proceed, she explained that they needed to listen quietly, which was not how they usually
work, and why this was necessary (Reading Reform is a phonics lesson that requires attentive
listening). After the lesson, Ms. Garcia explained to me that she does not rearrange the tables for
Reading Reform because she feels that it wastes time and that the children are learning without
the more formal arrangement.
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Ms. Garcia believed, as did the other teachers I observed at La Escuelita, that Reading Reform was an essential component of the balanced literacy program, especially for ELL students,
as it teaches basic letter sounds. English, Ms. Garcia said, is a confusing language for native
Spanish speakers because each letter has multiple sounds, unlike Spanish, where one letter
equals one sound. Although she accommodated her usual teaching style by requiring quiet listening and greater conformance to the rules, but she took the time to explain to the children why this
was necessary.
Ms. Garcia was the kindergarten grade leader, and as such she gladly shared her expertise
with her colleagues, as well as with the student teachers and observers who worked alongside
them. The other kindergarten teachers were always popping in and out of her classroom to consult, and Ms. Garcia spent most lunch periods in the classroom planning, preparing and collaborating. She was generous with her time, her pedagogical knowledge and her experience, and she
was held in great regard by the other teachers and by Ms. Gutierrez. With her students, she was
warm and open, often engaging them in conversation and encouraging them to question.
The Serene Ms. Ramirez’s Class
Despite the abundance of light and color, the atmosphere in Ms. Ramirez’s classroom was
serene, a perfect reflection of her composed and cool personality. In the month that I spent in her
classroom, I never heard Ms. Ramirez raise her voice in speaking with students or adults. She
spoke quietly at the meeting space, even during whole class lessons. When the class was engaged
in activity and she needed to get the student’s focused attention, she used a signal, “Stop, Look
and Listen,” to which the students responded “Okay.” Generally the response was quick; if not,
she would simply repeat the signal. Transitions from one activity to the next were quick and efficient. After gaining the students’ focused attention, Ms. Ramirez would explain what needed to
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be done and then quietly count down from 10. The countdown was a normal part of the transition
routine in the class, and was not accompanied by a warning. Ms. Ramirez never spoke down to
the children, always addressing them with the same quiet composure with which she greeted
visitors to the classroom, including the principal, assistant principal, parents, student teachers and
observers, and this researcher.
At the time of the observation, Ms. Ramirez had a full-time student teacher in the room, Ms.
Kearney and was also joined on occasion by a student observer, Maria. Ms. Ramirez treated both
Ms. Kearney and Maria as colleagues, such that it would be difficult for a casual observer to determine that they were teacher candidates, rather than co-teachers. She collaborated unreservedly, sharing ideas and materials and providing quiet support when Ms. Kearney was teaching a
lesson, or when Maria needed to gather data for a project.
The classroom rules were handwritten on chart paper and signed by all of the children, but
not by Ms. Ramirez (Fig. 57). The chart was posted on a closet door where it was easy to see
from anywhere in the classroom. According to Ms. Ramirez, the rules were created through class
discussion at the beginning of the year, though most seemed to be more the product of adult
choices (e.g., “Use inside voices”) than authentically reflective of children’s voices. There were
eight rules that represented fairly typical classroom management requirements:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Raise your hand if you want to talk.
Listen to the speaker.
NO FIGHTING!!!
Be at your best behavior at all times.
No talking in the hallway.
Be respectful to one another.
No running in the hallway or classroom.
Use inside voices.
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Figure 57: Classroom rules were collaboratively created at the beginning of the school year.

On several occasions, Ms. Ramirez referred to the chart to bring a certain rule to the children’s attention. For example, if they were talking over one another at the meeting space or not
paying attention when another child was speaking, she would remind them that they needed to
“Listen to the speaker,” “Raise your hand if you want to talk” or “Be respectful to one another.”
If she felt it was necessary, she would take time to discuss the rule, reminding the students that
they had decided that the rule was important to their class community and asking them to talk
about why it was important.
On a closet near the door was the same two-part behavior management pocket chart that was
used in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten classroom, listing each child’s name above a
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pocket containing four color-coded cards (green, yellow, orange and red). However, in the month
that I spent in this classroom, I never saw that chart being utilized.
Instead, Ms. Ramirez used a reinforcement system that focused on the behavior of the class
as a whole group, rather than singling out individuals. This system utilized a marble run and a jar
of marbles. When the class had done a good job according to Ms. Ramirez (e.g., listening at
meeting space, quick and efficient cleanup, quick transition, finishing a project) they would add
a certain number of marbles to the jar. Children were chosen on a rotating basis to place marbles,
one at a time, in the marble run. The entire class gathered around to watch as the marbles made
their way through the marble run into a container at the bottom. Using the marble run seemed to
be a coveted activity, and children who were not chosen were often disappointed. Ms. Ramirez
reminded them that “This doesn’t mean only (the children who were chosen) did a the right
thing. Everyone did the right thing.”
On one occasion before beginning the afternoon lesson, Ms. Ramirez chose ten children to
put marbles in the marble run. She asked those children who had been given a chance to add
marbles to the run on the previous day to raise their hands so that she could give other people a
turn. She used the honor system and trusted the children to answer truthfully (according to my
notes from the previous day, they did). After choosing ten children, the marble run was placed on
the floor in the center of the room. The children gathered enthusiastically to watch the marbles
snake their way through the run. Although there was some minor complaining (“I can’t
see…Jose, move back so we can all see…”) for the most part there was good-natured cooperation
even as the excited children kept moving closer and closer to the marble run.
Although Ms. Ramirez did remind the children on occasion that, if the behavior of the class
was not acceptable (e.g., too noisy, not cooperating, not staying on task), then marbles could be
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removed from the container, I did not see this occur during the month that I spent in the classroom. When the container was filled, the class as a whole was rewarded (e.g., a pizza party in the
classroom during lunchtime). No individual child was ever singled out in this system, and Ms.
Ramirez did not engage in the “divide and conquer” tactics that teachers commonly employ
when group behavior is being assessed; for example, telling one child or a few children “You are
ruining it for the whole class/whole table/your group.” The system, while still a form of extrinsic behavior management, was truly a community-oriented behavior motivator based on group
cooperation and collaboration
There were a limited number of jobs in this classroom, which rotated on a monthly basis.
Because of the size of the class (28 students) not everyone had the opportunity each month to be
a “Star Helper,” as it was called. The jobs were:






Door Monitors (2)
Attendance Monitors (2)
Table Monitors (1 per table)
Pencil Sharpener Monitor (1)
Computer Monitors (2)

Most of these jobs entailed multiple responsibilities. For example, attendance monitors also
picked up and delivered notices to the office or to other classrooms. Table monitors were responsible for handing out and collecting HW folders, notebooks, book bins and other materials used
at their table. The responsibilities of the computer monitors involved distributing the laptop
computers at the beginning of a lesson and then collecting all them, shutting them down and
returning them to the computer cart at the end of the lesson.
During the month that I spent in this classroom, I observed that the two computer monitors,
Jon and Ellen, were very conscientious, checking to be sure that all computers were collected at
the end of an activity, carefully placing each computer on an individual shelf and plugging it in
to recharge (Fig. 58). While the other students were completing the transition to the next activity,
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Jon and Ellen would do a final survey of each table and then double-check that each computer
was properly plugged in before closing up the computer cart and returning to their tables.

Figure 58: Computer monitors at work.

I asked Ms. Ramirez how monitors were chosen, adding that the computer monitors seemed
to have important responsibilities and that Jon and Ellen seemed quite good at their jobs. She
told me that, at the beginning of the year, she chose students who she felt could handle the responsibility of each job. As the students became more familiar with the class routines, job assignments were random and informal. Ms. Ramirez said she “tries to be fair,” because she wants
every child to have a turn, so she asks them, “Who hasn’t had a turn yet?” and assigns new jobs
that way. She said that she expects them to remember which jobs they have done and to be honest when she asks who hasn’t had an opportunity yet, and that she depends upon the children to
hold each other accountable.
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On my first day in the classroom, they needed to choose a new door monitor, because the
child who held that job had just been transferred into another first grade class. One of the children, Sean, brought this to Ms. Ramirez’s attention while the class was lining up for lunch (holding the doors on the way down to the cafeteria is the door monitor’s responsibility). Ms. Ramirez
asked the children who had not yet had a chance to be a monitor. Several children raised their
hands, including Sean. Ms. Ramirez chose Sean to be the new door monitor, explaining that it
was very helpful of him to bring the matter to her attention.
There was a collaborative and egalitarian atmosphere in Ms. Ramirez’s classroom that was a
common phenomenon at La Escuelita. Everyone seemed to share a common goal: educating and
learning to the best of their ability. Children were held responsible for their behavior and their
academic endeavor and were expected to hold each other accountable, as well. The focus was on
the achievement of the class community as a whole, rather than individual students. At times I
had to remind myself that this was a first grade class and that the students were six years old.
Ms. Marquez’s Calm and Focused Class	
  
It was the first day of school and the children in Ms. Marquez’s class were completing a
writing assessment. This was a baseline assessment to determine their writing levels at the beginning of the year. As children finished their writing one by one, Ms. Marquez asked for their
cooperation and respect for classmates who were still working. “A lot of your classmates have to
concentrate on the assessment. They are still working. They need more time. You are not helping
them with all the talking. So, please be quiet, be respectful to them. If you are finished, there are
things that you can do.”
When I had the opportunity to speak with Ms. Marquez during her lunch period later that
day, she expanded on her philosophy for classroom management. Ms. Marquez told me that,
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although she had a behavior motivation chart in the room, she did not use it very much because
she “want(s) them to take responsibility.” She added, “I don’t want to be the teacher who just
says ‘Quiet.’ I want them to know why they are being quiet. I want them to understand.” She
then explained how she gradually transfers responsibility to the children for maintaining a quiet
atmosphere during independent work, respecting others who are still working even when they
have finished. “At this time (beginning of the year) I just mention it like that, but in two months,
whey they get it, that noise really bothers them, their concentration, they come to me and start
telling me, ‘So and so is talking and I cannot concentrate on my reading.’ So, then, I tell them,
‘Okay, now you go and tell them that because of the talking you are not able to concentrate, so
ask them to be quiet.’ It’s another step. I go by stages. If you start from day one, in a nice way,
they’ll get it.”
Ms. Marquez and I also talked about classroom rules. I had noticed a prefabricated list of
laminated rules posted near the doorway in her classroom and asked whether she planned to
review these rules with them on the first day, and if these were the classroom rules they would
utilize throughout the year. There were only six rules listed:
•
Listen carefully.
•
Follow directions.
•
Work quietly. Do not disturb others who are working
•
Respect others. Be kind with your actions and words.
•
Respect school and personal property.
•
Work and play safely.
Ms. Marquez explained that, after lunch, she and the students would talk about what rules
they might need in the classroom. They would consider all suggestions and she would write a list
of student-generated rules on chart paper. Then she would group their specific rules under the
general categories on the prefabricated chart. So, for example, if a child said “No running” or
“No hitting” or “Don’t touch other people” or “Don’t touch other people’s property,” Ms.
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Marquez would show them how their specific rule belonged in the general category of “Work
and play safely” or “Respect others. Be kind with your words and actions” or “Respect school
and personal property.” They would discuss the rules, revise them if necessary, and then everyone would sign the final list of classroom rules compiled by the students. She then planned to
post the student-generated signed list of specific rules next to the laminated poster, so when a
rule was broken, she would be able to refer back to the signed list that they had created together.
In addition to the classroom rules, there was a teacher-created list of suggested activities
with which students could occupy their time when they had completed a particular lesson while
other students were still working (Fig. 59). Included in the list was the suggestion to “Help
someone.” During the time that I spent in this classroom, I observed Ms. Marquez reinforce this
suggestion throughout the day.
The atmosphere in Ms. Marquez’s room, even at the beginning of the school year, was calm,
quiet and organized. Every child in the class had a specific job, though some involved greater
responsibility than others. There was a table helper for each table, two librarians, two office
monitors, two line leaders, two door monitors and monitors in charge of centers, closets, lights,
books, centers and paper. The most popular jobs were Line Leader and Office Monitor; Ms.
Marquez told me that the children “like to be leaders.” Jobs rotated on a monthly basis, with the
children themselves choosing which job they wanted that month. For the most popular jobs,
priority was given to children who had not yet had a chance. If two children wanted the same
job, and neither had performed that responsibility yet, Ms. Marquez would choose, and the other
child would have first priority for that job next month.
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Figure 59: Children who had finished an assignment were encouraged to help others.

Ms. Marquez was a highly experienced teacher who had spent many years in the classroom
prior to joining the faculty of La Escuelita eight years ago. She was the grade leader for second
grade and, as happened in Ms. Garcia’s classroom, the other teachers were always popping in
and out of her classroom to consult. She collaborated generously, sharing her ideas and expertise,
as well as her warm and ready smile. Ms. Marquez was a physically compact woman, quiet in
her demeanor and in all her interactions with the children, as well as with other teachers, administrators and visitors. She never raised her voice in speaking with her students. She was calm and
authoritative—her expectation was always that the children were capable and responsible for
their own behavior and work and also accountable for helping one another. When speaking with
her students, she always said “us” or “we” rather than “you” (“I like the way some of us are helping each other to unpack quickly”), effortlessly including herself in the fabric of the class com-
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munity. When necessary, she was gentle in her reminders regarding behavior, using statements
such as “Let me see that you’re listening” or “Show me you’re ready.”
When the children were working independently and she wanted their focused attention, she
used the signal “One, two, three, all eyes on me,” to which the children would respond, “One,
two, all eyes on you.” Transitions from one activity to another were usually accomplished quickly and efficiently, with some quiet chatting and socializing as the children gathered their materials. On many occasions I noted children helping one another to organize their materials for a particular lesson. This type of cooperation and collaboration was strongly supported and nurtured by
Ms. Marquez, in both words and actions. She modeled collaboration with other teachers and
articulated the process with her students.
The children worked with partners for math, reading and writing and were expected to
collaborate, listening to each other, sharing their ideas, and providing useful feedback to one
another (Fig. 60). When working independently, the children often socialized, engaging in quiet
conversation. Walking around the room, I observed that their conversations were mostly related
to the topics they were working on, discussing the problem to be solved, debating the answer to a
question or helping one another with the work. There was usually some informal collaboration
and cooperation among the students even during independent work; Ms. Marquez actively encouraged this informal and spontaneous cooperation.
During small group, partner and independent work the children moved freely about the
room, getting books or supplies that they needed and working where they were most comfortable; some worked at the tables, others at the meeting space or in the learning center. Ms.
Marquez would walk around the room observing, facilitating, and providing feedback, sometimes taking time to work with individual children (Fig. 61). She was as comfortable sitting on
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the floor at the meeting space to engage with children as she was working with them at their
tables. The students in Ms. Marquez’s room worked with a great deal of independence and in the
month that I spent in the classroom, I observed that Ms. Marquez rarely had to intervene to refocus individual children. She was able to concentrate her attention on scaffolding the lesson with
individual children or small groups, confident that the rest of the students were on-task and
working cooperatively.
Ms. Marquez also actively fostered the children’s independent problem solving and conflict
resolution. If students approached her with a dilemma, she would listen and then say, “Well. So,
how are you going to solve the problem?” She encouraged the students to see other perspectives
and to support their arguments. She facilitated, but did not offer her solutions; instead she
empowered her students to find solutions. She listened actively, validated their different perspectives by reflecting back to them what they said and helped the children to come to a resolution
that was mutually satisfactory. There was an atmosphere of trust in this classroom; trust between
Ms. Marquez and the students and also students’ trust in one another.
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Figure 60: Children actively collaborated, sharing ideas and providing feedback.
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Figure 61: Ms. Marquez scaffolding independent work.
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CHAPTER 5: STORIES OF DEMOCRATIC (AND NOT-SO-DEMOCRATIC)
PRACTICE
How do the principal actors within a school—teachers, students and administrators—
collaboratively transform a primary grade classroom and create a participatory democratic learning community supportive of children’s developing understanding of citizenship? That was the
fundamental question that drove my observations of the daily classroom activities at The Village
School and La Escuelita. In the previous chapter, I outlined several key themes that emerged
from my analysis of the data (Fig. 8). Interwoven within these interrelated themes are the core
elements of democratic citizenship. In this chapter I will explore how each of these elements
were enacted within the various classrooms of The Village School and La Escuelita.
The stories that I have chosen are not singular anecdotes. In selecting the events that I used
to illustrate the elements that contribute to a culture of citizenship within the classroom—stories
gleaned from months of observation, many pages of field notes, and many hours of audiotapes—
I tried to present a balance from each school and each classroom. More important, I chose stories
that were representative of discourse, actions and interactions that I observed many times
throughout the months that I spent in each school and each classroom, themes that emerged again
and again as I organized and coded the field notes and audio transcriptions, using the descriptors
I had created (Table 3). Many of these stories could be used to illustrate various aspects of democratic citizenship—community and authentic choice, responsibility and respect—and in those
instances I have tried to choose the element that is most clearly represented.
Not all of these stories, however, exemplify democratic practices. Even in schools and classrooms dedicated to providing supportive and participatory learning communities there will, inevitably, be examples of not-so-democratic practices. I have included these stories, as well.
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Community
A sense of community is key to a participatory democratic learning environment. Children
learn to balance their individual desires with the needs of the community, to work cooperatively
with one another and help each other to succeed, to negotiate shared spaces and supplies, and to
take responsibility for the group as a whole. Children also learn to value each individual and to
appreciate different perspectives and diverse abilities, to bring compassion and empathy to their
interactions with others. On many occasions, at both The Village School and La Escuelita, I observed children interacting with one another in a manner that reflected compassion, empathy, and
an understanding of community, behaviors that were continually modeled by the classroom
teachers in both schools.

Individual/
group	
  	
  

Shared	
  
space	
  and	
  
supplies	
  

Community	
  

Compassion	
  
and	
  
empathy	
  

Cooperative	
  
effort	
  

Balancing Individual Rights with Community Needs
The true measure of a democratic society is in how well the “unalienable rights” of each individual citizen are balanced against the well being of the community, the “common good.” Is
there concern for the dignity and rights of all individuals? Are all voices given equal weight?
How well do we stand up for the rights of others?
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In the primary grade classrooms of The Village School and La Escuelita, young children
were confronting—many for the first time—the need to engage a diverse community of individuals with needs and desires, ideas and opinions that might conflict with their own, but with
whom they would be asked to cooperate and collaborate to achieve goals and aspirations set
forth by an external authority represented by teachers and administrators. The following examples illustrate how teachers in each school facilitated the learning process, creating a sense of
community and engaging children’s cooperation and participation.
How can we help you?
One morning Max, a first grader, pushed another child at the meeting space during morning
meeting. Robyn stopped to ask what had happened. Max responded that the other child asked
him his name “a million and one times.” Robyn explained that not everyone knew all the names
yet (there were several children who had recently joined the class) and said that it was important
for Max to remember the rules for school. She directed everyone’s attention to the first rule: “Do
not hurt anyone’s body or feelings. Solve it peacefully.” She then told Max, “We care about you,
that’s why we want you to learn the rules for getting along in school” and asked, “What can we
do to help you so that you don’t feel angry about following the rules? You need to help us by letting us know what to do to help you.”
This was how Robyn handled most situations involving a physical conflict between two
children. She usually did not ask children to leave the group at the meeting space, even when
their behavior was disruptive. The “timeout” strategy, in which the transgressor is segregated
from his or her classmates, is a very common classroom management strategy in elementary
schools. It has many permutations, some of which actively engage the child in reflection and
others that simply remove the child from the situation. In some cases, a child might be asked to

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

238

leave the classroom entirely, thus missing out on the ongoing learning activity. This strategy was
used by certain teachers at The Village School, especially those who were less experienced (student teachers) or less familiar with the classroom structure (substitute teachers) and were, therefore, less likely to use strategies that empowered the children and more likely to fall back on familiar behavior management strategies. However, Robyn preferred to reinforce the children’s
sense of community by addressing problems directly and bringing the child who was acting outside the rules back within the community. She explicitly used phrases such as “please join us”
and “you are a part of this community.” She would remind the children that conflicts could be
resolved peacefully and that it was unacceptable to hurt someone else, physically or verbally,
telling them “You cannot use your body to hurt someone when you are angry; you can use an
angry voice, but a calm voice works better” or “You are being hurtful to another person.” Often
she would then draw the whole class into a lesson on solving conflicts peacefully, using it as a
“teachable moment” that would benefit all, rather than singling out the individual child or children who had committed the infraction.
At the same time, she would let those children who had transgressed know that they were
part of the class community and that she and their classmates cared about them. She encouraged
the children to communicate their feelings—with words—and assured them that their perspective
was important, while teaching them to find socially acceptable ways to express their anger and
sadness.
On another occasion, when Justin, a first grader was distracted and acting out during a class
meeting (talking loudly, fidgeting and making physical contact with the children sitting around
him), Robyn turned to him and said, “We need to take time out from this lesson to find out why
you are not listening in school. You used to be such a good listener. Why have you stopped lis-
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tening?” In Robyn’s classroom, this was not simply a rhetorical question or a strategy used to
shame Justin into paying attention. It was an authentic question, and Robyn then proceeded to
take the time to try to find out why Justin was acting out and how they (the class community)
might help him to refocus. Robyn emphasized—first to Justin and then to the class—that they
needed, as a community, to find out what was wrong so that they might help Justin, because “we
all care about you.” She began by asking Justin what was wrong. When he didn’t answer, Robyn
then asked the other students if they knew what might be bothering Justin. The children seemed
genuinely interested in helping and offered various suggestions.
During the months that I spent in Robyn’s classroom, I observed her intervene in the same
way on many occasions similar to this. She reminded the class that the child or children who had
just engaged in a physical or verbal confrontation were still a part of their community, even
when their actions were unacceptable, and that it was everyone’s responsibility to help that child
or children. She continually articulated the concepts of community, empathy and compassion,
using such phrases as “We are going to help her and remind her by being kind to her” or “We
need to help ___.”
The only occasions when I saw a child in Robyn’s classroom asked to leave the meeting
space for a “timeout” were when she was not teaching the lesson. On one such occasion, when
Kristen (the student teacher) was teaching a lesson, Robyn quietly intervened to ask Hassan, who
was arguing in a low voice with Tiffany, to leave the meeting space. I wondered whether she
would have done so if she were teaching the lesson rather than Kristen, as I had never seen her
use this strategy when she was teaching at the meeting space.
In this instance, Robyn was able to talk to Hassan immediately while Kristen continued with
the lesson. First she asked, “Do you know why you were sent out of the circle?” and listened
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while Hassan explained what had happened (from his perspective), telling Robyn that Tiffany
had pushed him. Robyn then related to Hassan how she had perceived the incident, “She bumped
you, but it was not deliberate. It’s okay to tell her not to.” She explained that his arguing with
Tiffany was disrupting the meeting and people around them couldn’t hear what was being discussed, which was why she had asked him to leave the meeting space. Robyn asked if he was
ready to rejoin the group, and he said that, yes, he was, and so she told him to go back to the
meeting space.
This was one of the few times that I saw Robyn ask a child to leave the meeting space during a lesson. From my conversation with her later that day, I learned that there were two reasons
why she did so: (1) She was not teaching the lesson, and so she could not use her usual strategy,
which would be to stop the lesson to address the problem within the group; and (2) She was
providing quiet support to Kristen, an inexperienced student teacher, by removing Hassan—who
was distracting other children by arguing with Tiffany—and talking to him separately, allowing
Kristen to continue with her lesson.
Can we help him?
Learning activities in the kindergarten classrooms at La Escuelita often included various
Spanish/English letter/word recognition board games, Action Word Lotto and Letter Bingo, for
example, aimed at achieving increased fluency in both languages. One morning, Ms. Amaro was
working with a group of students playing Action Word Lotto. There was a lot of conversation
around the table about each card that she turned over. The emphasis was on learning the English
words, rather than on winning the game, on collaboration rather than competition. Throughout
the game, Ms. Amaro encouraged the students to work together, helping each other with their
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individual lotto cards. When a child didn’t know an answer, Ms. Amaro would ask another child
or the group as a whole, “Can we help him/her?”
This was a community building strategy, a “we are all in this together” focus aimed at reinforcing cooperation and learning. When it was time to put away the board game, no one at Ms.
Amaro’s table had completed their cards (there was no “winner”). “It’s okay,” said Ms. Amaro,
“We talked a lot about each card. We learned a lot of new words.” Once again, she emphasized
the collaborative learning aspect of the game. When I spoke with Ms. Amaro later that day, she
confirmed that she and Ms. Carreno focused on cooperation rather than competition whenever
the children were engaged in playing games in the classroom.
The Value of the Month
Each month at La Escuelita, every class at every grade level engaged in developmentally
appropriate learning activities relating to the Value of the Month, a curriculum designed to highlight and reinforce important aspects of citizenship, tied in with the school’s mission statement.
Among the values highlighted as part of the Value of the Month curriculum were cooperation,
sharing, respect, forgiveness, honesty, kindness and friendship. Every year, teachers and children
in the upper primary grades (first and second) had the opportunity to reexamine each of these
values, which were first introduced in the lower primary grades, with the focus gradually moving
from home and family to embrace the wider community of classroom and neighborhood.
For example, in September, the Value of the Month was cooperation and the Book of the
Month was Kevin Henkes’ Chrysanthemum, chosen to tie in with the lessons about cooperation.
The story was read aloud in each classroom, in both English and Spanish, several times during
the month. Teachers engaged children in discussions of the importance of cooperation, first in
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relation to the story and then extended to the children’s lives, and also collaborated at each grade
to create activities that would reinforce the concept.
An extension activity in Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten classroom focused on the ways in which
children cooperate at home with parents and siblings (Fig. 62). The children’s drawings, with
captions dictated by the children and written by Ms. Garcia, illustrated their personal responses,
ranging from “I help my mom wash the car” to “I help my sister build a rocket.”

Figure 62: Kindergarten students focused on cooperation at home.
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In Ms. Ramirez’s first grade classroom the children explored another aspect of cooperation:
working with their peers in the classroom (Fig. 63). The emphasis for the older children was on
ways to cooperate within the community of the classroom. Children’s responses mostly focused
on sharing with each other, working together, helping one another and being respectful.
There were strong interrelationships among the values explored in each of the monthly lessons. Many of these concepts that came up in the children’s responses (for example, sharing and
respect) were discussed in greater depth in later months.

Figure 63: First grade students explored cooperation within the classroom community.

Everyone always wants to go to housekeeping
At the beginning of the school year, children in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten
class were assigned to centers, rather than choosing for themselves. Each week, children were
assigned to different centers. I asked Ms. Carreno to explain how center time worked. She said
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that in the past, she and Ms. Amaro had allowed children to choose which centers they wanted to
visit each week. However, this year she and Ms. Amaro had decided for several reasons that in
the beginning of the year they would assign children to centers. First, this would allow each child
the chance to play at each center. Otherwise, Ms. Carreno said, “everyone always wants to go to
housekeeping” and there was not enough room to accommodate all of the children. Also, by
assigning students Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno were able to achieve greater gender equity at
centers such as blocks and drama, integrating boys and girls in each center. In addition, Ms.
Carreno said, assigning children to centers and switching the assignments each week gave children the opportunity to play and interact with children with whom they might not otherwise
choose to play, rather than always playing with the same friends. On the first day in September
when they had center time, Ms. Carreno explained to the children, “Today we chose for you. We
wanted to see you work in different groups. In the future, you will choose for yourself.”
During the month that I spent in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom, I did observe
several instances when a child was unhappy with his or her center time assignment and asked to
switch to another center. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno were firm, encouraging the child to return
to the assigned center and play there “for today,” reassuring the child that the assignments would
change each week. Often, whichever teacher was approached would then walk over to the center
to engage the child and facilitate the play. Usually, the teacher would also make a note of which
center the child wanted to utilize and would then assign the child to the desired center the following week.
Thus, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno utilized center time skillfully and thoughtfully to provide
children with opportunities to learn various social and academic skills, such as playing with new
friends, expanding their horizons and exploring new materials. Center time, although not free

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

245

choice, was an opportunity for children to learn how to balance their individual desires with the
best interests of the community. On the negative side, center time was one of the few remaining
opportunities in the kindergarten classroom where children would usually be allowed to exercise
authentic choice and engage in truly child-centered play. This arrangement, by placing the
weight and focus on the needs of the community, limited the individual freedom and decisionmaking opportunities of these young children.
You need to be a role model
Principal’s Honor Roll was an important tribute at La Escuelita. The ceremony took place at
the end of each month in the multipurpose room, where the children sat on the stage. Parents and
family members were invited to attend (teachers made sure that every child had a special person
in attendance) and as each child was announced, a family member would come to the stage to
present the award. One child from each class in grades K-2 was selected each month, based upon
recommendations from his/her peers, as well as the classroom teacher. To be eligible for the
Principal’s Honor Roll, a child had to demonstrate a sense of responsibility and understanding of
the school values.
One afternoon, a few days before the ceremony, Ms. Pacheco (who was coordinating the
event) entered the room to talk with Ms. Garcia. It seemed that Roman, the child who had been
nominated from Ms. Garcia’s class, had been “acting out,” during the past few days, which Ms.
Pacheco said was not unusual among the younger children, who were sometimes overly excited
when they were chosen to receive the award. Ms. Garcia and Ms. Pacheco called Roman aside to
ask whether he felt he was ready for the Principal’s Honor Roll. They talked about his behavior
during the past few days and about his responsibility as a member of the school community and a
representative of his class. Ms. Pacheco said, “You are a great reader, but you need to also be a
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role model for the other children. You are not doing that. Can you do that?” Roman said that he
would try and the teachers agreed that they would give him an opportunity to show that he was
ready for the responsibility of Principal’s Honor Roll. The conversation seemed to have a positive impact on his behavior. Several days later, Roman proudly participated in the ceremony,
with his parents in attendance.
We learn by listening to each other
In Ms. Ramirez’s room, as in Robyn’s classroom, the rule regarding on-task noise level was
flexible, depending upon the particular learning activity. During the “turn and talk” portion of a
lesson, children often worked in groups of three or four, rather than in pairs. Some were mixed
groups of boys and girls, while others were groups of boys or girls. Discussions were lively and
enthusiastic as children shared their ideas. The noise level was high and Ms. Ramirez allowed
children to engage and collaborate without intervening.
However, when she called them back to share with the whole group, I observed that the
room would become very quiet again. Children spoke more quietly when sharing with the group
than they did when collaborating with their partners and they were expected to listen quietly
when another child was talking. During one whole group share following a “turn and talk” discussion, Ms. Ramirez admonished a child for talking out of turn when he interrupted another
child who was speaking hesitantly. “Jason, you need to apologize to Melinda because you are
talking and you are being rude. So please apologize to Melinda, because you are talking and not
listening.” Jason turned to Melinda and said, “Sorry, Melinda.” Melinda acknowledged the
apology and Ms. Ramirez then said, “Okay, now turn around. Thank you.” and reminded the
class that “We listen to each other. Remember, we have it over there (pointing to the posted
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rules), the classroom rules that you signed. The contract.” She then turned back to Melinda and
said, “Okay, I’m sorry, Melinda. Go ahead.”
On another occasion when Ms. Kearny (the student teacher) was teaching a lesson at the
meeting space, the children seemed restless and noisier than usual. Ms. Ramirez usually did not
interrupt Ms. Kearny’s lessons to correct or override her or to reprimand the class; however, she
would often lend silent support by taking a seat near Ms. Kearny if the class became restless,
which is what she did in this situation.
When the class continued to engage in off-task conversation, she intervening quietly, saying,
“You’re not listening to each other. Part of learning is to listen to each other. Sometimes, I don’t
know how to spell a word or write something, and when I listen to Ms. Kearny or see Ms. Kearny
writing something I’m learning from her. Same thing, when Ms. Kearny has a little trouble in
Spanish, she comes to me, and she listens to me. We learn by listening to each other.”
Ms. Ramirez continued by discussing the rules. She reminded the students that they had decided on certain rules at the beginning of the year and signed their names to the class contract.
Among those rules, she pointed out, were guidelines for listening respectfully to one another.
She continued, calmly and firmly, “So please. You are first graders. It’s December already.
You’ve been in school for at least three or four months already in first grade. We know that we
need to listen to each other. It’s something that you know from Day One. So, why are you not
doing it? I don’t understand. Why are you not listening to each other?” She then asked them to
remember that they had control over themselves and they needed to exercise that control in order
to learn. Ms. Ramirez said all of this in a reasonable and calm tone of voice. She appealed to the
children’s sense of responsibility to themselves, to each other and to their families. The emphasis
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in her words was not on the teacher, but on (1) being respectful to one another and (2) achieving
the goal of the lesson.
Compassion and Empathy
During the months that I spent in each classroom, I observed teachers at The Village School
and La Escuelita model and articulate the concepts of community throughout the day. Each of
these teachers emphasized that they and the students were all responsible to and for one another,
especially when someone was having a difficult time. They modeled acceptance, empowering
the children to express their thoughts and concerns, listened and reflected upon their ideas, chose
words that highlighted compassion and empathy, and scaffolded the skills needed for successful
cooperation. They explicitly used phrases such as “we are a community” and “we are a family”
when referring to their classrooms. Robyn would remind children that, “you need to be a part of
this community.” Ms. Amaro would explain to her kindergarten students when they laughed at a
child’s incorrect response that “we don’t laugh at people when they don’t know an answer,” adding that she and Ms. Carreno don’t always know the answers. Ms. Garcia would emphasize to
her kindergarten students that “we are a big family, we need to be nice to each other.” In addition, the Value of the Month curriculum at La Escuelita very often focused upon principles of
compassion and empathy.
I also noted many instances when children transformed the classroom environment by exhibiting compassion and empathy in their interactions with classmates. The following examples
provide clear illustration of teachers modeling and articulating principles of compassion and empathy, as well as children enacting these principles, creating a sense of community within the
classroom.
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Emiliano and the attendance sheet
One morning in late September the children in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class had just
entered the room. The lights were off and classical music was playing. This was “Quiet Time.”
While the teachers set up tables for Writers Workshop, placing supply bins of crayons and markers at each table, the children were expected to be quietly preparing their minds and bodies for
the day. During this time, the teachers placed an attendance sheet at each table to allow the children to practice writing their names.
At the Blue Table, Andrew wrote his name on the sheet and passed it to Emiliano, a young
inclusion student who was receiving services. Emiliano was often unfocused in the classroom,
seeming to not quite understand what was being asked. He accepted the pencil and paper from
Andrew but did not do anything with them. Andrew tapped his finger on the paper. Emiliano
continued to hold the pencil, but did not write and did not seem to understand what was required.
Andrew and Alicia, who sat on the other side of Emiliano, both tried to direct his attention to the
attendance sheet n front of him. Alicia was trying to quietly show him what was required, drawing with her finger in the air and explaining in a low voice. Alicia tried to get the attention of the
student teacher, without making noise of getting up from the table (still following the rules of
“Quiet Time”). Ms. Kearny did not notice. Other children at the Blue Table also began pointing
to the pencil and paper and trying to quietly explain to Emiliano that he should write his name on
the paper.
At this point, Alicia put her hand over Emiliano’s hand grasping the pencil and tried to direct his hand t write his name on the paper, while still quietly explaining to him what he needed
to do. Emiliano still did not respond or seem to understand. Just them, Ms. Carreno signaled that
the children should all be finished and the attendance sheets should be collected. Now, finally, as
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the sheets are being collected, Alicia took the pencil and paper from Emiliano and signed both
her name and his and passed it along to allow the other students at the Blue Table (who had also
been waiting patiently) to sign their names.
Despite the fact that Emiliano never passed the paper and pencil, Alicia and the other children at the Blue Table continued to wait patiently and to actively help him to complete the task,
rather than simply skipping his turn and continuing without him. Both Andrew and Alicia scaffolded the task, trying various techniques to help Emiliano. Although they were ultimately unsuccessful, they continued to try until Ms. Carreno announced that time was up and the attendance sheets were being collected.
The children in this kindergarten class (who were just five years old) had several options as
to how to handle the situation that would have been acceptable, if not optimal from a community
perspective. Alicia could have taken the paper and pencil from Emiliano immediately upon realizing that he did not understand the task and was not going to complete it and then pass the paper
and pencil along to her. Emiliano would not have objected or called the attention of the teachers.
Had she done so, Alicia could have signed her name (or both of their names) and then continued
to pass the materials along to the other children at the table, all of whom were waiting to sign the
attendance sheet. Or, she could have tried immediately (and much more vigorously) to attract the
attention of one of the teachers, who could have then intervened.
Instead, what Alicia, Andrew and the other children at the Blue Table did was put aside their
own needs to try to help Emiliano accomplish the task. They explained, they demonstrated, and
finally Alicia attempted to guide Emiliano in completing the task by placing her hand over his on
the pencil, which is a strategy that a therapist might use. While Andrew and Alicia were trying to
help Emiliano complete the task, the other children patiently waited their turn and then joined in
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the effort to help. At no time did Alicia or anyone else at the Blue Table express impatience or
annoyance with Emiliano.
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno continually emphasized compassion and cooperation in their
interactions with one another and with the students, as well as explicitly engaging the children in
conversations during meeting time and throughout the school day about kindness. Children were
encouraged to respect one another (“When Valerie is talking, we need to please give her our
attention and listen to what she is saying”), to help one another (“You can do this together. Help
each other”) and to ask for help (“Do you need help? So tell your partner to help you”). When
working with Emiliano, the teachers and paraprofessional did not separate him from his
tablemates, even while differentiating his instruction. Thus, the children at the Blue Table were
used to seeing Emiliano receiving extra help. It is conceivable that this had some impact on their
behavior in this instance and overall in their interactions with Emiliano.
Alicia, Javier and Emiliano
Most of the children in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class, and especially those at the Blue
Table, seemed protective of Emiliano. They also liked him, including him in their social groups
and extending their friendship. Sitting at the meeting space one day, I noticed Karla gently stroking his back when he seemed a bit lost, observing but not participating in the lesson.
One morning, the children in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class were practicing standing
up and pushing in their chairs in preparation for a Reading Reform lesson (Reading Reform was
very structured and focused on physical forms). At the Blue Table, Emiliano stood up but did not
push in his chair. He seemed to not quite understand what was expected, so Javier walked around
the table and pushed in Emiliano’s chair. It wouldn’t fit all the way under the table, which made
Javier laugh and Emiliano smile.
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On another occasion, a rainy day in early autumn when the multipurpose room and cafeteria
were occupied and the children could not go to the outdoor playground, Ms. Amaro and Ms.
Carreno decided to rearrange the furniture and have Fitness and Movement in the classroom.
They enlisted the children in helping to move tables and chairs and roll up the rug to create an
open space for exercise. When the furniture was rearranged, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno called
the children to gather at the big meeting space. Emiliano did not move. He was standing in a spot
by where his table had been before it was moved. He seemed a bit confused by the unusual activity in the room and the rearranged furniture. Alicia gently took Emiliano’s hand and led him to
the meeting space (Fig. 64).

Figure 64: Alicia leading Emiliano to the meeting space.

Rayvon and Jeremy
On this particular morning, Robyn’s class was gathered at the meeting space where Robyn
was demonstrating how to draw a tree, in preparation for a field trip to a nearby city park later
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that morning. Robyn was explaining how to look at a tree and the children were elaborating on
various experiences in the park. Some children were sitting on the floor and others on the benches around the perimeter of the meeting space. Most children were taking an active part in the discussion. I was sitting in a chair just behind the meeting space and so was perfectly positioned to
witness a small act of kindness.
Jeremy, a first grader who receives services for special education needs, was sitting on a
bench at the back of the meeting space. He was continually moving his body, twirling a pencil,
waving his arms, and leaning his body far back over the edge of the bench. Robyn spoke to him
once, asking him to hand the pencil to me “to hold for him.” Jeremy handed me the pencil, but
continued to move his arms and lean back over the edge of the bench. Robyn, involved with the
class discussion, chose not to intervene again. Because of the close proximity of students sitting
in the meeting space, Jeremy’s movements caused him to bump Rayvon, a second grader sitting
next to him, on several occasions. When this happened, Rayvon, turned to Jeremy and gently
touched his arm, at the same time whispering his name, which caused Jeremy to sit up, turn his
attention to the class discussion and quiet his movements for several minutes, before once again
leaning back over the edge of the bench. This sequence was repeated three times during the
meeting, with Rayvon gently touching Jeremy on the arm and whispering his name to bring his
attention back to the group lesson. Robyn, after initially asking Jeremy to hand me the pencil for
safety, did not intervene again and the group continued to work without disruption.
This was a subtle, but very important moment. Robyn often reminded the students that they
were a community and, as such, they are all equally responsible for one another. When someone
stepped outside the social rules (e.g., hitting or pushing) Robyn would make a point of explaining that, “even though we may not like how someone is acting, it is especially important at those
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times to let that person know we still care about them and they are still part of our group.” The
emphasis was always on inclusion within the group—we as a working community—rather than
on exclusion of certain (e.g., disruptive) voices.
Now, in order to understand the significance of Rayvon’s intervention, it is important to recognize that seven-year-old Rayvon had a number of choices as to how to act in this situation,
most of which would have had no negative consequences for him:
• He could have ignored Jeremy entirely, focusing his attention on Robyn
• He could have brought Jeremy’s behavior to Robyn’s attention, asking for adult intervention.
• He could have moved his seat away from Jeremy, so as not to be disturbed (as noted, children were allowed to move freely about the meeting space, as long as they were respectful
of the group).
• Finally, he might have reacted by pushing Jeremy (who was moving into his space) or otherwise showing his annoyance, although this behavior would have had consequences.
What he chose to do was to help, to quietly and gently intervene, without asking for help
from an adult, using strategies that a teacher might use in the same situation (these are strategies
that are, in fact, modeled by experienced teachers and recommended in the literature on classroom management). He did not disrupt the ongoing discussion or get Jeremy in trouble by reporting his behavior. He did not rely on the power of the teacher, but instead took responsibility, as a
participant in this community. Most significant, he chose to give his own time and energy—
taking his attention from the ongoing discussion, in which he clearly wanted to participate—to
help his classmate.
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Rayvon seemed, in my time in the classroom, to be a typically developing child in most
respects. He did not generally display unusual altruism toward his classmates. He was receiving
special education services for mild behavioral problems, as were many of the children enrolled at
The Village School. However, it is possible to speculate about why he behaved as he did in this
situation. As a second grade student, this was his second year in Robyn’s multi-grade classroom.
His actions and choices in this instance were consistent with what I observed Robyn do in such
situations; it is likely that Rayvon had multiple opportunities over the course of the prior year to
internalize the lessons about community and responsibility for one another implicit in Robyn’s
actions and explicit in the classroom discussions. His choice in this situation reflected the sense
of community in Robyn’s classroom, where children learned to value each individual.
Feeling left out
During cleanup one morning, Robyn noticed that Valentine was crying and asked what had
happened. Did someone hurt her feelings? Valentine said no, nobody hurt her feelings. Robyn
asked, “Then why are you crying?” Valentine didn’t answer, so Robyn asked if anyone knew
why Valentine was upset. Natalie said, yes, she knew why. She and Willa explained that they
were having a sleepover that weekend and they were excited about it, so they had been talking
about it, but didn’t mean to hurt Valentine’s feelings. Robyn asked Valentine if she felt left out.
Valentine nodded and added that Natalie and Willa had played together the day before, too.
Angela brought Valentine a tissue, while Dylan rubbed her back and Hassan looked on with a
concerned expression. Robyn gathered the class and they discussed how it feels when friends
have a play date and you feel left out, and about how to handle their emotions when they feel that
way. Robyn said that even adults feel left out sometimes. Other students—Drew, Dylan, Sean
and Rayvon—shared stories about when they had felt left out. Several children said that, if you
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feel sad because you feel left out, you should tell your friends how you feel. Robyn added, “it’s
okay for friends to sometimes not include everyone,” and even though Natalie and Willa had not
hurt Valentine’s feeling on purpose, “it’s natural to feel left out sometimes. Learning how to
handle those feelings is important, and it’s something we get better at as we grow up.”
Standing up for others
One morning in March, two children in Robyn’s classroom—Justin and Drew—were arguing heatedly about something Justin had said. Drew was crying. Robyn came over to ask what
had happened. It seemed that Justin had been teasing Drew, calling him “a freak.” When Robyn
asked why, he said that he was sorry, that it just slipped out. “That’s not a good reason.” She
then turned to Priscilla and Ariel, who were nearby, and asked why they didn’t intervene and
stand up for Drew, asking Justin to stop teasing him. They shrugged their shoulders. “That’s not
okay.” Robyn asked Priscilla, “If Issabella was hugging you too hard, like she does sometimes,
wouldn’t you want someone to stand up for you?” Priscilla nodded her head. “Okay, from now
on it’s not okay to just sit there and not do anything. You need to say something.” Priscilla and
Ariel nodded their heads.
At lunch that day, I talked to Robyn about what had happened. She told me that she is trying
to teach the children that standing by and watching someone bully another person is just as bad
as bullying. “You need to step in and do something.” She then added, “I know I hurt their feelings (Priscilla and Ariel) but they need to know it isn’t okay to just stand there and not help
someone who is being hurt or victimized.”
What was it like in the orphanage?
One late afternoon on a day in early April, the class was gathered at the meeting space.
Robyn was reading a story about a young girl who lives on a plantation on a Caribbean island.
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The class had been studying islands for several weeks and working in groups to build their own
island communities in the large block area, and Robyn had been choosing books with narratives
about islands for the daily read aloud. She read quietly and held the book so that everyone could
see the pictures while she read. The children seemed engaged in the read aloud and the room was
fairly quiet.
At one point in the story, the young girl disobeys her grandmother, who punishes her by hitting the back of her legs with a hickory switch. Robyn stopped reading at this point and asked the
children how they felt about what just happened in the story. Hakima, a first grader, raised her
hand and said in a very matter-of-fact way, “They used to beat me when I was in the orphanage
in Ethiopia.” What struck me was how she said it, very matter of fact, without anger or hurt in
her voice or expression. She was just sharing this bit of information with her friends and teacher
about a part of her life in Ethiopia, before she came here to live in New York City. Hakima was a
lively and outgoing six year old, with a heart-shaped face and big brown eyes and carefully
braided hair that swung back and forth when she shook her head. She was always neatly and
fashionably dressed. She laughed often and shared her ideas with her classmates during meeting
time. I realized that there is so much that I would never know about her, that what I was observing in the classroom was only a small piece of who these children are, the tip of the iceberg.
Hakima’s statement began a lively conversation as her classmates asked many questions:
“What happened to your parents?” “What was it like in the orphanage?” Hakima answered to the
best of her ability. It was all very straightforward and factual. She spoke clearly and quietly and
did not seem upset as she talked about her experiences. She had complete trust in her listeners.
Several of the children sitting near Hakima hugged her as she shared her story, and other children shared their own stories of how they are disciplined at home. Robyn gently mediated the
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discussion, but allowed them to explore at some length the concepts of hierarchical power (parent/child), transgression of rules, and punishment.
After class, I asked Robyn about the discussion. She told me that she carefully considered
whether or not to read this book and then decided to directly address the issue of corporal punishment. Robyn knew that what happened here in her classroom was only a part of the children’s
stories. Like Vivian Paley, she believed very much in the ability of young children to understand
complex issues; she knew that the children in her classroom were living in a complex world and
had many experiences outside of the classroom that shaped their lives and influenced their interactions with one another. She said that she wanted them to really think about what was happening inside and outside the classroom, to better understand and empathize with one another.
We’ll give her a hug
On October 29, 2012 Hurricane Sandy swept through the New York area, causing widespread power outages, flooding and storm damage. New York City public schools remained
closed for an entire week. Classes resumed on Monday, November 5, 2012. The atmosphere at
La Escuelita was calm and “business as usual.” Northwestern Queens where the school was located was not hit too badly by storm damage—mostly trees down and power outages, which also
meant no heat or hot water for many students.
The children in Ms. Garcia’s class entered and went through their usual morning routine,
hanging up their coats, taking out homework folders, storing their backpacks in the closet and
greeting Ms. Garcia, who told them, “It’s so nice to see everybody. I missed you.” While some
children took longer than others to settle in, there were no reminders or prompts from teachers. A
few children had brought small gifts for Ms. Garcia. Once at their tables, the children signed the
attendance sheets. The routine proceeded smoothly and efficiently, with the usual buzz of activi-
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ty, noisy but not chaotic. It would have been difficult for anyone to know that the children had
just returned from a week off from school due to a major storm.
At the morning meeting they talked about the hurricane. Although it was a Spanish language
day, Ms. Garcia allowed children to share their personal stories in either Spanish or English;
while some of the children were bilingual, others were native English speakers and were not yet
fluent enough in Spanish vocabulary to tell a complex and elaborate personal narrative. Ms. Garcia encouraged the children to speak in Spanish (“In Español…No, don’t be scared. You speak
Spanish very well…we’ll help you. I don’t want you to be scared to speak Spanish.”). She reflected their words back to them in Spanish and responded in Spanish, but she allowed them to
tell their Hurricane Sandy stories in English. She also reminded the most vocal children, those
who participate often and can take over a conversation if they are allowed to, that they needed to
let other children participate as well and share their stories without interruption. Later, Ms. Garcia explained to me that because they had missed a whole week of school and so much had happened, they needed to be allowed to share their stories and she needed to give them some leeway
regarding the rules during meeting time.
During the discussion, Ilana began to cry. Her mother had given birth the previous day to a
baby boy. A new sibling is a major event for most five-year-olds. Added to the stresses caused
by the storm and the unexpected break from the normal routine of school, Ilana was momentarily
overwhelmed. Other children watched with concern, and several began to pat her on the back.
Ms. Garcia asked, “What happened, Ilana?” Another child responded, “She wants to go home.”
Hugging her, Ms. Garcia asked why:
Ilana (crying): I miss my baby brother.
Ms. Garcia: Ah. You saw your brother already? Or he’s still at the hospital?
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Ilana: He…he’s at my house.
Ms. Garcia (hugging Ilana): Well, when you go home you’re gonna see him. Right? And I
missed you. Don’t you want to be here with me?
Various Children: Ahh. Poor Ilana. Poor Ilana.
Ms. Garcia: But we’re gonna make her happy, right?
Various Children: Yeaaa. We’ll give her a hug (getting up to hug Ilana).
Ms. Garcia: Okay. She’s gonna be fine. She’s gonna be fine. Because we’re gonna talk about
a lot of things today. Okay? And soon, you’ll see that clock is gonna go so fast, and you’re
gonna go home to your baby brother. And I want to see him, too!
Children: (laughing). Ilana smiles.
Ms. Garcia then sent Ilana back to sit with her friends, who continued to hug her and put their
arms around her while the lesson continued.
When I spoke with Ms. Garcia she often emphasized the importance of creating a caring
community in the classroom. She referred to her class as a family, encouraging the students to
provide emotional support for each other. Hugging was not uncommon in her classroom.
Sharing Space and Supplies
In classrooms at The Village School and La Escuelita, most supplies and materials were
shared. Books, writing and drawing paper, pencils and crayons, math manipulatives and science
equipment were kept in bins on easily accessible shelves. The children were responsible for
maintaining and caring for the supplies and space of the classroom, both formally (classroom
jobs) and informally.
At The Village School, there was no assigned seating, either at the meeting space or the collaborative tables. There was no particular space within the classroom that belonged to any par-
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ticular person: space was shared and seating arrangements were flexible. Robyn did not have a
desk; she used the top of a filing cabinet at the back of the room to keep her papers in order.
Children’s individual belongings—coats and backpacks—were stored inside the benches at the
meeting space as soon as they entered the classroom. They had their own writing journals and
notebooks, but all texts were shared.
At La Escuelita, children were assigned seats at the collaborative tables and, in the kindergarten classes, at the meeting space, as well. Teachers changed the seating assignments on occasion for a variety of reasons, to separate children for excessive talking or off-task interaction or
to bring them together to facilitate a partnership. However, when children were working with
math, reading or writing partners, or when they were working on group projects, they shared
space at the tables and meeting space.
The following examples illustrate how children enacted these principles, how they shared
and cared for communal space and supplies within the classroom.
Making room for more players
One afternoon in Robyn’s classroom, during choice time, several children were playing a
game they had devised using the connecting cubes. Mika, Hassan and Max were building a
square platform for the game, using the large wooden unit blocks. They were working in the enclosed space of the meeting area. When Ricardo accidentally knocked over one side of the platform, Hassan said, “Now you have to fix that.” They worked together, rebuilding the platform.
As they played the cube game (which was energetic) the platform got knocked down again, so
they rebuilt it once again. As they played, laughing enthusiastically, more children joined them.
Finally, there were too many children to fit into the small space of the meeting area. Rather than
telling the new players that they couldn’t join the game, the children discussed the problem and,
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as a group, decided to move into the larger block area. The game continued, with children wandering over to play and others moving off to play in other areas of the room. When it was time to
clean up, everyone worked together—blocks went back on the shelves, connecting cubes into
boxes—until all of the materials and supplies they had been using were gathered up and put
away.
Sharing the bathroom
One afternoon, when the students in Ms. Garcia’s class had just returned from lunch, she
explained that the kindergarten class next door, with whom they shared a bathroom, was preparing to go to the library, where they would not have easy access. She asked the children if they
would cooperate and not use the bathroom for a few minutes until the other class had finished.
Although this seems a small matter, it was important because Ms. Garcia took the time to explain
why and to ask for the children’s cooperation, rather than simply telling them that they could not
use the bathroom for a few minutes.
Ownership: Taking care of the classroom
One morning in October, the children in Ms. Garcia’s room were working independently,
engaged in a writing lesson, when she signaled for their attention to tell them that it was time for
lunch. In less than two minutes, the room was clean and the class lined up by the door. The entire
process was accomplished with very little adult guidance or intervention. Children put their writing in their folders and the Table Monitors collected writing folders and put them away in the
proper bins (each table had a color-coordinated bin). Pencils and erasers were gathered and put
into the supply bins on the tables. Chairs were pushed in. One girl took the time to straighten the
carpet at the meeting space. Alana, walking by one of the tables as she joined the line, noticed a
pencil on the floor. She picked it up, put it in the supply bin on the table and straightened the
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pencils in the bin before continuing on her way to line up. During the cleanup, without being
asked, various children took the initiative to (1) pick up pencils from the floor (not their own);
(2) straighten the carpet at the meeting space; (3) push in chairs (not their own); and (4) straighten the supply bins on each table. They then gathered their lunches, found their partners, and lined
up. The entire process was efficient and, for the most part, child-directed. The children took
ownership of the transition, working together to care for the shared space and supplies in the
classroom.
A few days later, children were working at the collaborative tables, looking for patterns in
books from their shared book bins. Alisa brought a torn book over to the teacher’s desk where I
was sitting (Ms. Garcia was not there—she was working with children at another table) and
seemed to be trying to fix the torn pages with adhesive tape, as she had seen Ms. Garcia do in the
past. However, she could not quite figure out how to do it, and so she showed the book to Ms.
Garcia, who said, “Oh, that’s too bad,” and accepted the book from Alisa. A few minutes later,
Sara brought two more books that needed to be fixed over to the teacher’s desk and asked if I
could help her fix them. I said yes and picked up the stapler, but Sara suggested that we use tape
instead. She then taped the torn pages while I held the book. After Sara had taped all of the torn
pages in both books I asked her to please bring them back to her table.
Alanna, Donna and Anna, who had been paying attention to what we were doing, brought
over other torn books that needed to be fixed and asked if I could help them tape the books back
together. Working together, as I had with Sara, we fixed the books. After each girl took a turn
fixing one of the books, I asked if she would please bring the book back to the table. When it was
time to transition to the next activity, there were still several books that needed to be taped. I put
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the books in a pile on the teacher’s desk and explained to the children that we would fix them
later that day. Alisa brought over another torn book and added it to the pile.
After Sara and I fixed the first two books, the children seemed to enjoy searching out torn
books and helping to fix them with tape. Ms. Garcia later told me that she had emphasized since
the beginning of the year that “as a family” they needed to work together and take care of their
supplies. Books were special, she told the students, and needed to be treated gently and carefully.
When they were worn and pages were torn, they should be fixed so the children could continue
to use them.
Cooperative Effort
A democratic society can only thrive if its citizens are willing and able to work together to
achieve common goals that benefit the principles of justice, fairness and freedom. Children in a
democratic classroom must learn the skills needed to engage in cooperative endeavors aimed at
achieving academic and social goals that benefit all members of the classroom community. The
teachers at La Escuelita and The Village School explicitly taught and modeled skills needed for
successful cooperation, collaboration and participation. They provided opportunities for children
to work together and implemented learning strategies that facilitated cooperation and collaboration.
Children worked with partners in reading, mathematics and writing. These partnerships were
specifically designed to provide opportunities for children to learn from one another and to help
each other achieve their academic goals. During whole class lessons, children often engaged in
“turn and talk” with the children sitting next to them, sharing their ideas, debating and problem
solving, while the teachers walked around scaffolding and facilitating their discussions. Children
engaged in research with partners and small groups, collaborated in designing and building pro-
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jects for social studies units, and participated in cooperative aesthetic education activities including band, glee club, art exhibitions and dramatic and musical productions. The following are just
a few examples of the cooperative efforts in which students at La Escuelita and The Village
School engaged during my observations.
Building Island Communities
The island communities that the children in Robyn’s classroom built for their social studies
unit were elaborate and detailed, requiring many hours of collaborative work over the span of
several weeks (Fig. 60). Children worked in small groups. A great deal of decision making, problem solving, negotiation and cooperative effort went into creating the islands. Each island had a
name (the first decision to be negotiated) and each group thought about what they wanted to include on their island. They negotiated about food (banana or coconut groves?), shelter, clothing,
animals (fish? ducks? dogs?), natural formations (lakes? rivers? trees? mountains?) and transportation (canoes?). They delegated responsibility for specific components of the island among the
members of their group. Their discussions were noisy; they were excited and engaged.
Some children worked individually on a specific component while others worked together.
Bhreyion and Ricardo were making trees, using real twigs. Robyn showed them how to make
leaves with green construction paper, and then moved on to another group. Priscilla, Natalie and
Max worked together building a shelter, while Ariel worked alone on a gate. Olivia led Willa
over to the benches as the meeting space where she demonstrated how to make a shelter with
pink feathers, cylinder blocks and brown paper (“I can’t be doing everything for you”). They
worked together for a while, joined by Dylan.
Angela (a first grader) decided to make a spider web. She cut a long (12 ft.) piece of string
and enlisted Hassan (a second grader) to help. She was using a knitting needle. Hassan was very
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patient as Angela tried to figure out how to construct the web. He followed her instructions,
which were not very clear because she was figuring it out as she worked. At first, Hassan just did
as Angela asked, even though he didn’t know what she was making. He worked carefully, following Angela’s lead. He finally asked, “What are you making, Angela?” “A web for our spiders,” she replied. “Oh.” His eyes lit up; now he understood what Angela was attempting to do,
and he began to take a more active part in the construction of the web.
They worked on the islands every afternoon for two weeks. They built shelters with wooden
blocks, feathers and felt and created animals out of clay, they sewed and cut and pasted. When it
was time to clean up they worked together to wipe down the tabletops, sweep the floors and
gather and put away the various supplies: scissors, pencils, markers, feathers, felt, paper, glue,
yarn and blocks.
When the islands were completed, each group wrote a collaborative story about their island.
Robyn took photographs and they put the photographs and stories into a book to share with their
families. (“Even though families have been here to visit it is hard to see everything, this way we
can put it all together into a book to take home and to share in class.”)
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Figure 65: The island communities required many hours of collaborative work.

Having fun in gym
It was a cold and rainy day in November and Ms. Ramirez’s class was in the multipurpose
room for indoor gym. Marta (the student observer) was leading the class in a game of “Hot Potato” while Ms. Ramirez was in charge of turning the music on and off. “Hot Potato” is usually a
very competitive game, where the goal is to not be the one holding the ball when the music stops.
However, the students in Ms. Ramirez’s class played more cooperatively than competitively.
There was a great deal of laughter and when children were “out” they left the circle smiling. No
one seemed upset at being called “out.”
When there were three children who were “out,” Ms. Ramirez engaged them in a game of
“Freeze Dance.” After each round of “Hot Potato,” as children were called “out” they joined the
game of “Freeze Dance,” so that everyone in the gym was active and no one was bored while
waiting for the game of “Hot Potato” to end. As I looked around the gym, all of the children
were engaged in activity and seemed to be having fun, those still playing “Hot Potato” and those
dancing. When children were tired, they sat on the stage watching the two games for a few mo-
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ments before joining in again. When the game of “Hot Potato” was down to just two children,
those who were dancing moved over to watch, cheering them on until the music stopped and
there was a winner. Everyone cheered and then the class immediately moved into dancing the
“Hokey Pokey,” with Ms. Ramirez and Marta participating as well. When gym time ended at
10:30 am, the children were tired in a good way and lined up quietly to go to lunch. Cooperation
was one of the core values at La Escuelita, even when the children engaged in games that were
usually competitive. As a result, they had fun and helped one another to achieve whatever goals
were generally associated with “winning.”
Respect
Respect is a vitally important component in creating a sense of community in the classroom.
In a democratic community, citizens need to respect the rights of others. How do we define respect? A definition might include several components: to value, to be considerate toward, not to
go against or violate. It is not enough for children to learn compassion for those who are different; they need to learn to respect and value those differences for the cultural wealth they bring to
the community. If children are going to share space and supplies, they need to learn to care for
that space and those supplies and to be considerate of others who are also using that space and
those supplies. Children need to learn how to listen—really listen—to the ideas and concerns of
others, to value their right to opinions with which they may disagree, and to find ways to compromise.
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Differences of Ability: Recognizing and Valuing Children’s Achievements
The classrooms of The Village School and La Escuelita were inclusive. Children of all ability levels were given equal voice in the classroom community and their differences were appreciated as a positive force. Teachers and administrators modeled respect for individual differences
and supported children’s accomplishments. A child’s progress was measured against his or her
previous achievements; children did not compete against one another academically. Teachers
made a conscious effort to include all children’s voices in the classroom community. Robyn’s
classroom at The Village School provided structure and support for many children with emotional and behavioral disorders. The classrooms at La Escuelita were warm and welcoming and barrier free. Teachers and administrators in both schools respected the dignity and rights of individuals with special needs and diverse abilities and provided accessibility and learning opportunities
for all children.
Inclusion at The Village School
According to the Special Education Teacher Support Services (SETSS) coordinator, The
Village School had a “playground reputation” among parents in the neighborhood as a warm and
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welcoming environment for children with diverse needs. The new principal (Lara) had a strong
background in special education. The school had on staff a psychologist and IEP coordinator, a
literacy coach and Project Read coordinator, a Math Coach, and a Family Assistant, as well as
the part-time services of two social workers, an occupational therapist and a speech therapist.
Of the approximately 20% of students at The Village School with IEPs, many were children
diagnosed with emotional and behavioral disorders: “difficult” children, some of whom had
transferred from other public schools where their needs were not being met, on the basis of the
school’s reputation. Specialists at The Village School worked with children in the classrooms
(“push in”) and outside the classrooms (“pull out”). They worked with children who had referrals
(mandated) and also with at-risk children in academic intervention programs.
Respecting children’s diverse abilities
Every morning in Robyn’s classroom the children would write in their journals. There was
great diversity in how the children approached journal writing—some wrote fluently, with little
or no interruption; others needed to be persuaded just to try. Robyn walked around the room
providing scaffolding and encouragement and accepted the efforts of most students. Her emphasis was on the effort, not the end product, and she respected the diverse abilities of individual
students. Children’s writing efforts were assessed individually, not in relation to one another or
to a “normalized” standard. Progress was measured against a child’s previous work, rather than
against the work of other students in the class.
This was how Robyn approached every lesson, trying to scaffold each individual child within his or her zone of proximal development, to provide cognitive challenge but not frustration.
She modeled patience when asking questions during a lesson and asked the students to respect
each other and not interrupt. During one whole group literacy lesson, while waiting for a child to
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formulate his answer, she quieted other students who were eagerly waving their hands to be
called on, saying “It’s okay, let his mind take its time.” Robyn articulated this concept in various
ways, reminding the children that everyone was different and some people needed more time to
process information and understand. “Angela needs a little time, sometimes, when you tell her
something she needs time for her brain to understand and then she’ll tell you the answer. So you
need to give her some time to respond.”
Her calm acceptance encouraged the children to take academic risks, without fear of failure.
Robyn was comfortable admitting to mistakes, and actively encouraged the children not to be
afraid to try, that we learn from our mistakes. During the time that I spent in Robyn’s classroom,
I observed on many occasions that the children seemed comfortable responding to a question or
attempting a prediction, even if they were unsure of the answer. Sometimes they would echo
Robyn’s philosophy. For example, during a whole group lesson in phonics, when Bhreyion’s
response to a question was incorrect, he nodded and said, “I made a mistake. Everybody makes
mistakes.” He then tried again, this time giving the correct response. Robyn used reminders such
as “Let’s work toward respect for each other for the rest of the week” or “Let’s remember to
help each other learn.”
Cheering Priscilla
One morning in Robyn’s classroom she was introducing some of the new spelling words
taken from the nonfiction book she was planning to read as part of the unit lesson on islands. She
was alternating between harder words for the second graders and easier words for the first graders. Robyn would call on a student, who would then come up to the chart and write the word.
When Priscilla, a first grader, spelled “fish” correctly, the other students quietly cheered her.
Hassan, a second grader, complimented her by noting how neatly she had written the word. The
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children in Robyn’s classroom were often openly supportive of one another’s efforts. In particular, the second graders modeled this behavior for the first graders, applauding their accomplishments.
Inclusion at La Escuelita
One morning in mid-October when I arrived in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom,
Ms. Gutierrez was observing Emiliano, a young student with an IEP who was being evaluated.
After she had spent some time observing, we talked about Emiliano, District 75 and the school
policy regarding inclusion. La Escuelita was a barrier free school with several ICT classes at
each grade level, in addition to a 12:1 bridge class. Ms. Gutierrez strongly believed that a child
with special needs, including children on the autistic spectrum, should be a part of the regular
classroom, not hidden away or separated from normally developing children. She told me that
she doesn’t believe in enabling disability, but rather ability—the potential to achieve. She noted
that Emiliano was already a part of this classroom community, that socially he had already come
a long way since the beginning of the school year, that he interacted appropriately and had
friendships with children in the class, particularly those at his table. Ms. Gutierrez added that
Emiliano needed—and would receive—services, but should otherwise be treated as any other
child his age. He should be given every chance to succeed, to reach his full potential. She believed that all children with special needs, including those on the autistic spectrum, should be
included and supported and that the general education classroom teachers who were working
with them should also be supported. Ms. Gutierrez noted that Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno were
wonderful in working with Emiliano and that it showed, because he had come such a long way in
just one month.

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

273

Ms. Munoz, the paraprofessional working with special needs students in Ms. Amaro and Ms.
Carreno’s classroom, added that, with Sarah sitting next to Emiliano at the Blue Table, he was
beginning to talk more. Originally, Roberto—a very quiet student who also had an IEP—was
sitting next to Emiliano. The teachers conferred and shifted seats at the table, hoping that the
more talkative Sarah would have an influence on Emiliano. They had noticed a positive change.
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno shared Ms. Gutierrez’s philosophy of inclusion, which was vitally
important if children like Emiliano and Roberto were going to succeed in a general education
classroom.
From my observations, the children generally seemed to like Emiliano and some (especially
those at the Blue Table) were protective of him. I had, on many occasions in the time that I spent
in the classroom, observed Alicia, Ana and Andrew all helping Emiliano with various tasks. The
children included him in activities and often tried to help or guide him. In fact, sometimes the
teachers had to step in to say that they needed to let Emiliano try to accomplish a particular task
by himself.
With the exception of Emiliano, whose needs were very obvious, it was difficult for an outside visitor to determine which children in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten classroom were receiving services. Ms. Munoz worked with many children throughout the day in various capacities, often acting as a third teacher in the classroom, helping children who did not
have IEPs. Some children were pulled out for services such as physical or occupational therapy,
or speech, but in other instances the extra help was “pushed in” to the classroom. Many of the
children in the 12:1 bridge class had multiple physical and neurological impairments that required more individualized instruction. However, every effort was made to include these children
in general education classrooms for at least part of the day. Full inclusion seemed to be the goal
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toward which Ms. Gutierrez was striving. The children in the ICT classrooms at La Escuelita did
not usually take notice of those who received extra help, because groups were heterogeneous and
the teachers usually worked with small groups of children. On the few occasions when I did
observe a child ask why a teacher was using certain materials to work with another student, the
response would be “He needs this” or “She needs a little help,” and that seemed to satisfy the
child’s curiosity.
The inclusive community culture at La Escuelita began with the support and guidance the
administrators, Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz. The teachers in each ICT class shared the philosophy that each child’s ability, not his or her disability, should be celebrated and engaged. The
children in these classrooms enacted the inclusive philosophy, helping those children who
seemed to need help and including them in the social community.
He needs a little help
Ms. Amaro was sitting at the Blue Table, working one-on-one with Emiliano while the other
children were writing. She did not separate him from his tablemates even while differentiating
his instruction. Emiliano had difficulty holding even a crayon, and so Ms. Amaro was using Play
Doh to help him develop small motor coordination, muscle control and strength (Fig. 61). Dani,
who was sitting next to Emiliano, asked why he was playing with Play Doh instead of writing.
Ms. Amaro responded, “He needs this, Mammi. He needs to do this. You do your work; this is
his work. He needs to practice squeezing. He needs a little help.” Dani and the other children at
the Blue Table heard and accepted this explanation and continued working, no longer distracted
by the work in which Ms. Amaro and Emiliano were engaged.
After 10 minutes, Ms. Amaro asked Ms. Kearney (the student teacher) to bring Emiliano to
another table to work with him in a quieter part of the room, because Emiliano was losing focus
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on the task, distracted by the conversations of the other children at the Blue Table. When I asked,
Ms. Amaro explained to me that, whenever possible, she tried to include Emiliano in the regular
lessons or at his regular table, rather than separating him. Because of this, Emiliano was developing friendships with the other children at the Blue Table.

Figure 66: Ms. Amaro working with Emiliano at The Blue Table.

Let him do it by himself
As the first lesson of the day began in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom, Ms. Munoz
called Emiliano to come over and work with her at a table near the writing center. Emiliano
looked at Ms. Munoz but did not stand up. She called to him again; he continued to look over at
her and sort of smiled, but still did not stand up. He appeared not to understand what Ms. Munoz
wanted him to do. Alicia and Ana, who were tablemates at the Blue Table, stood up on either
side of Emiliano and took his hands, encouraging him to get up, which he did. They were about
to guide him over to the table where Ms. Munoz was waiting for him. Ms. Munoz smiled and
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said, “Thank you Ana and Alicia. Let him do it by himself.” Ana guided Emiliano with a hand
on his back, giving him a gentle push in the right direction, and Emiliano walked over to Ms.
Munoz, who was smiling and waiting for him.
Learning opportunities for children with diverse needs
One afternoon in October, the children in Ms. Garcia’s class were gathered at the meeting
space learning a new song, joined by Justin, a child from the 12:1 bridge class. Although the 12:1
bridge class was designed for children whose needs could not be accommodated on a daily basis
in the ICT classes, every effort was made to integrate those children whose academic progress
indicated that they might be ready to make the transition to a general education classroom. Justin
required a walker and also had a fulltime aide in the classroom. Several times a week, he joined
Ms. Garcia’s class for various learning activities.
Justin sat in a chair at the edge of the carpet with his walker propped behind the chair for extra stability. He was fully engaged in the lesson and those students sitting near him chatted comfortably with him. He was a full participant in the lesson and there was no sense of isolation or
special treatment. Justin remained with the class for the next lesson as well, a writing lesson. The
children sat at the collaborative tables and Justin joined the group at the Green Table, which was
easiest to navigate with a walker. Throughout the lesson, he interacted easily and naturally with
the six children at his table, a lively group who managed to finish their work despite engaging in
a fair amount of chatting and off-task interaction, in which Justin was a full participant (Fig. 67).
The next day Justin joined Ms. Garcia’s class for a Reading Reform lesson. Ms. Garcia
greeted him warmly as he entered the room with his aide, and some of the children smiled or
waved as he walked past. The aide asked Jimmy at the Green Table if he would please switch his
usual seat at the end of the table to accommodate Justin, because it would be easier for Justin to
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get in and out from that seat. Jimmy nodded and quickly moved over to make room. Once again,
Justin sat with his walker braced against the back of the chair for greater stability. Once again, he
was a full participant in both the academic and social interactions at the Green Table, including
the usual chatting that often characterized independent work time in Ms. Garcia’s classroom.

Figure 67: Justin was a full participant in Ms. Garcia's classroom.

Ms. Gutierrez strongly believed in providing the least restrictive environment for every child
with a disability. Teachers and paraprofessionals in the classrooms in which I spent time at La
Escuelita supported inclusion and felt supported by the administration. Children with special
needs were warmly welcomed within these classrooms; their achievements were recognized and
valued. The positive attitude of their teachers was reflected in the easy acceptance and respect of
the students, who actively included children who were different from themselves as equal members of the classroom community.
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Everybody except me
In the beginning of the school year the children in Ms. Garcia’s dual language kindergarten
classroom exhibited a wide range of abilities in reading and writing, as would be expected. Some
children were writing sentences while others were more comfortable telling their stories through
drawings. The children’s varied accomplishments were celebrated, even as Ms. Garcia worked
intensively with those children who were not yet writing. Maria was one of the children who
drew elaborate pictures but was not yet writing very much. Ms. Garcia had been working with
her in class and had asked her mother to work with her at home on forming letters.
The children were gathered at the meeting space where Ms. Garcia was introducing the
Writer’s Workshop lesson, which was to write a three-page story. “You are becoming great writers. Let me tell you. Everybody. Everybody. I’m very impressed. I’m very happy.” Maria asked,
“Except me?” She was very matter-of-fact in asking; she was aware that her writing skills were
not as advanced as other children in the class and Ms. Garcia was working with her mother to
provide extra help at home to practice her writing. Ms. Garcia replied emphatically, “No. Everybody. Everybody. Why, except you? No, everybody’s becoming great writers.” Maria gave a
small cheer. Ms. Garcia continued, “We’re becoming great writers by drawing great pictures for
our stories. If some of us are writing words, that’s great. If some of us are writing letters, that’s
great. So, all that makes me very happy.”
Although Maria was not yet writing sentences, she was very articulate and her oral storytelling was detailed and elaborate. Ms. Garcia was working with her to set realistic goals and to help
translate her oral storytelling skills into writing, using her conversation about her drawings as a
foundation.
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Active Listening and Perspective Taking
Teachers at La Escuelita and The Village School provided opportunities throughout the day
for children to engage in authentic dialogue. At whole class meetings teachers encouraged children to express their ideas and opinions and to listen to one another, using “turn and talk” as an
active listening strategy. Children also worked in partnerships and small groups, where they engaged in animated discussions and debates. Teachers scaffolded their interactions to support
higher-order thinking and encourage perspective taking, emphasizing that complex problems often have more than one solution.
However, in my observations (and this was true in each classroom at both The Village
School and La Escuelita) I often noticed that children were generally more respectful of adults
than each other. With some notable exceptions that I discuss in the section Issues of Power and
Authority, children usually managed to remain within the boundaries of the class rules when
interacting with adults, although they were sometimes reluctant to follow directions when given
by a substitute, specials or student teacher whose classroom management style was less confident
or more authoritarian. On the other hand, they often did not listen as carefully to one another,
unless specially directed (or reminded) to do so, especially during whole group meetings. When
working independently with partners or in a small group, children generally demonstrated better
active listening skills, and there were certainly many examples, even during whole group lessons,
when children were engaged in enthusiastic discussions and genuinely listened and responded to
one another (See Fig. 51).
An exception to this was Ms. Marquez’s second grade class, where children really did
actively listen to one another without constant reminders. I would suggest that this might be an
aggregate result of the concerted effort of teachers and administrators at La Escuelita throughout
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the years of schooling leading up to (and including) second grade. The principal, Ms. Gutierrez,
always emphasized the importance of teaching children to listen to one another and strongly supported a pedagogical approach that focused on classroom discussion. When she visited various
classrooms during the school day, she would actively engage in ongoing discussions and model
active listening skills. During whole class lessons at every grade level, children often engaged in
“turn and talk” with one or two partners and teachers would circulate, scaffolding and modeling
the strategy. Children would be asked, when sharing with the whole group after a “turn and talk,”
to tell the group what their partners thought, a strategy aimed at teaching them to really listen to
one another during the “turn and talk,” rather than simply wait for their own turn to speak. When
a child had finished speaking, a teacher might ask another child to comment or elaborate on what
had been said, which was another strategy to teach active listening skills.
Teachers were always encouraged to work more consistently toward achieving the goal of
children listening respectfully to their peers and engaging in authentic dialogue. For example,
during the time that I spent in Ms. Ramirez’s first grade classroom the children were engaged in
collaborative research using books and Internet resources. As you can see in the following series
of photographs, the project provided opportunities for spirited debate as the children worked together with their partners to find information and highlight the most important facts. As I walked
around the room, I observed children listening respectfully to one another and considering each
other’s ideas. While the conversation was often lively and children argued forcefully for their
point of view, it was clear that they were enjoying the interaction and that the conversations were
on task (Fig. 62).
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Figure 68: Children engaged in authentic dialogue during a research project.
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She’s thinking, give her a chance
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno often explicitly modeled and articulated the skills of active listening, patience and respectful dialogue. One morning at the meeting space, Ms. Amaro was
teaching about the calendar. She asked one child, “Dari, what is today?” Dari looked at Ms.
Amaro but did not respond. After waiting patiently, Ms. Amaro asked, “Do you need help?”
When Dari nodded, she prompted her, “So, say ‘I need help.’” Ms. Amaro then called on other
children, asking each time, “Can you help us,” until someone knew the answer. Next she asked,
“What was yesterday, Ana?” When Ana hesitated, Ms. Amaro said to other students who were
raising their hands, “She’s thinking. Give her a chance.” After waiting patiently, she asked Ana,
“Do you need help?” When Ana nodded, Ms. Amaro turned to ask a child who was raising her
hand, “Valeria, can you help her?” This was Ms. Amaro’s usual strategy when asking questions
in a whole group lesson. She would first ask the children to wait patiently while a child attempted to answer, and then ask if he or she needed help. If the first child said (or nodded) yes, she
would prompt them to ask for help and then open the question to other children. She would also
ask students to repeat the child’s response, reinforcing both the lesson and the importance of listening to one another, not just to the teacher.
Lively discussions that didn’t follow the rules
One morning, Ms. Kearny was teaching a whole group lesson at the meeting space in Ms.
Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom. She began by asking the children to wait and raise their
hands to answer questions or contribute ideas. That did not happen. Instead, the children, excited
about the topic, called out their ideas and responses. Interestingly, they did not interrupt one another. They listened to each other’s contributions, responding and elaborating on one another’s
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answers in a true dialogue. The discussion was lively and interactive and the children were respectful of one another. The result was a rich conversation.
I often observed such discussions in Ms. Garcia’s class during whole group meetings. Children would contribute freely without raising their hands, in the style of a conversation rather than
a highly structured question-and-answer. Sometimes Ms. Garcia would oversee the discussion,
letting children know when it was their turn to share, but at other times there was a more organic
structure to the dialogue. Children would take turns and, for the most part, listen to the child who
was speaking. They did not talk over each other and the conversation would flow easily. At
points, Ms. Garcia might remind a child to wait until another child has finished speaking, or
might ask that they allow a child to finish her thought, but for the most part she did not interfere
with the natural flow of the conversation.
In this class, where many children were outgoing and easily called out responses, Ms. Garcia
would sometimes actively encourage shy or quiet children to participate. This was when she
would remind the children to raise their hands or specifically call on a quiet child who was raising her hand rather than calling out and ask the other children to listen (“Shh. Alanna’s talking.”)
Ms. Garcia made a conscious effort to give all children a chance to be heard and she provided the
children in her class with ample opportunity to contribute and take responsibility for their learning experiences.
We need to respect the speaker
One morning in Ms. Garcia’s class the students were engaged in a social studies lesson at
the meeting space and were calling out excitedly, often not waiting until the current speaker had
finished. Ms. Garcia reminded them that they needed to listen to one another and pay attention
when someone else was talking. They needed to take turns in the discussion and respect the
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speaker. During the interactive questioning, she reminded individual children that they should
raise their hands to answer a question or contribute an idea to the general discussion, and then
made a point of calling on children who followed the rule after being reminded. She also tried to
engage children from every part of the meeting space and to give as many children as possible a
chance to share their stories as well as answer questions. Before moving on to a read aloud, Ms.
Garcia gave each child who had something to share a chance to contribute to the conversation.
Taking children seriously
One morning in November Ms. Jennifer, a teaching artist from the music education program
at 92Y, entered Ms. Ramirez’s classroom for a special music lesson. Ms. Jennifer, who was a
regular visitor to the school, was obviously pregnant and the children were very interested, asking if the baby was growing. One boy asked, “Are you eating well?” which made the adults
smile. Ms. Jennifer first responded jokingly, “What do you think?” as she pointed to her belly,
and then more seriously, “Yes, I’m eating well, which means the baby is eating well. Thank you
for asking.”
Ms. Jennifer had a friendly manner and the children were quiet and attentive as she taught
them a song using both spoken words and sign language (which engaged both their minds and
bodies in the lesson). She spoke calmly and without condescension—as if they were young
adults—and they responded to this with quiet attention, engagement and excellent questions and
comments. I had noticed on many occasions that Mr. Valdez, the music specialist at La Escuelita, also spoke to the students as though they were people, not young children without the
capacity for understanding. He never spoke down to them, never simplified the music lessons,
and always treated them with great respect. Both Ms. Jennifer and Mr. Valdez had high expectations and their interactions empowered the students.
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Personal and Shared Space
Young children do not choose their teachers or classmates. They spend more than six hours
each weekday engaged in complex learning activities, sharing space and supplies in a classroom
with between twenty and thirty other young children, working in large groups, small groups and
partnerships. In order for their cooperative efforts to be successful, they need to respect each other’s ideas and opinions, as well personal and shared space and supplies.
Respecting other people’s projects: The island communities
The social studies curriculum in first/second grade at The Village School focused on communities. During the time that I spent in the classroom, the units of study were “Islands” and
“Our Community.” Each integrated unit involved large-scale building projects in the open block
area. These projects were extensive and elaborate; children worked on them in small groups over
several weeks. Once the projects were finished, they remained in place as units of study for an
additional several weeks. Children from other classes were invited in the view the projects, with
Robyn’s students acting as tour guides.
During the unit of study on islands, Robyn brought in two large blue tarps, which she used
to cover the floor of the block space, creating an ocean within which children would build their
island communities (see Fig. 60). The tarps took up much of the space in the block area, and
each island was a large and complex block structure. Islands jutted out at various angles and the
space had to be carefully negotiated. Whenever these projects were in place—under construction
or completed—I observed children move very carefully around them, so as not to cause damage.
Even when children were playing the cube game during choice time—an energetic physical activity—or walking quickly through the block area they were aware of the spatial environment
around the projects and respected that space. If a child accidentally caused damage to a project,
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he or she would attempt to repair it, usually after informing one of the children who had built the
project.
One morning, as Ariel was adding blocks to her island, she accidentally knocked over a tall
(and somewhat unstable) structure on a neighboring island (Fairy Wizard Island). She looked
over at Priscilla, with whom she was working and both of their mouths dropped open. Ariel went
to find Natalie, who was one of the builders of Fairy Wizard Island, to explain what had happened. She then returned to the block area and she and Priscilla began to repair the damage.
While they were working, Max joined them and together they continued to rebuild the structure.
Robyn came by to offer some advice as to how they might better stabilize the tall building. Taking her advice, Ariel, Priscilla, Max and Mika (who had also joined them) rebuilt a more stable
structure.
A few days later, as children were working to finish up the final touches to their islands,
Angela tripped over the blue tarp and inadvertently messed up a rock formation that Sean had
carefully added to his island the day before. Angela did not notice what had happened, but Paul,
walking into the block area behind her, noticed. He looked around for Sean, but not seeing him,
bent down to replace the stones as they had been.
Freedom of Movement
Children at both The Village School and La Escuelita enjoyed great freedom of movement,
more so than in the majority of schools in which I have spent time observing, working or supervising, although greater freedom was granted to children in first and second grade than to kindergarteners. First and second grade students had freedom to choose where to sit during whole
group lessons at the meeting space and freedom to find a comfortable space in which to work
during independent work times, while all students had freedom to move about the room to access
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supplies, freedom to engage in quiet interactions with their classmates and freedom to get up and
use the bathroom or get a drink of water without asking permission.
Transitions were usually noisy in these classrooms, though not chaotic. There was a hum of
activity as children found their places, organized their supplies, distributed and collected supplies, and engaged in friendly interaction with the teachers and with one another. This was accepted without reprimand or reminders to be quiet. Once the children were settled in to the activity (whole group, small group or independent) the noise level was expected to drop. Teachers
used a variety of verbal signals to refocus children’s attention. For example, kindergarten teachers at La Escuelita used the signal “One, two, three, all eyes on me” while Ms. Ramirez (first
grade) would say, “Stop, Look and Listen.” Robyn and Ms. Marquez each used a countdown to
signal that it was time to quiet down and settle in to the next activity.
During independent work—math lessons, writing workshop, reading workshop, social studies—kindergarten students generally worked at their assigned tables or at the meeting space, with
partners or in small groups. First and second graders worked at the collaborative tables, at the
meeting space, at the learning centers, or simply scattered in various corners of the room. All of
these choices were acceptable, as long as children assumed responsibility for respecting the work
of others, moving carefully around projects in open space and not disrupting or interrupting lessons. These classrooms provided opportunities for liberation in ways both simple and profound.
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Classroom Setting Affords a Range of Opportunities
The physical and social landscape at The Village School and La Escuelita afforded a range
of opportunities for action and decision-making. At The Village School, for example, lessons
often extended beyond the walls of the classroom, into the hallways and common areas of the
school building and even into the community.
Using the neighborhood as a classroom
One of the tenets of The Village School’s mission statement was contextualizing learning by
using the surrounding community as a classroom. Class field trips to the nearby community gardens, playground or park were arranged informally and took place on a fairly regular basis. One
morning, Robyn had arranged for a field trip to the park to observe and draw a tree. She began at
the meeting space with a discussion of how to look at a tree and then asked the children to think
about what parks are for. She demonstrated some techniques for drawing branches and leaves
and then handed each child a clipboard with paper. Robyn walked into the hall with the Line
Leaders. Sean, who was the Teacher’s Assistant that week, called two children at a time to be
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partners and join the line. Some of the children did not want to partner and objected, but joined
the line nevertheless. On the walk to the park the children moved as a cohesive group, with
Robyn in front and the student teacher at the rear. Some partners held hands, while other pairs
(those who had objected to their chosen partner) maintained a connection, though there was often
a physical space between them. Robyn stopped at each corner to allow children to catch up and
“close up” the line, but did not constantly remind children to keep up while walking.
Robyn led the children into the park, stopping by a particularly large and impressive tree
with a multitude of branches. She asked the children to first look at the tree, pointing out how the
branches were growing, how the leaves looked and the birdhouse in the V of the main trunk.
Then she handed out pencils and the children were given time to draw. Many sat on the ground
with Robyn, while others sat on the benches with me. The children seemed very enthusiastic;
everyone was drawing and sharing their progress with Robyn or me. As children finished, they
began to watch the antics of the squirrels. When the majority of students were finished, Robyn
gathered them together to walk back to the school, stopping at the playground on the way.
Differentiating instruction
Ms. Marquez’s class was engaged in Word Study. Children were organized into groups
based on achievement level and assigned to three different activities (sorting, reading, computers) where they worked individually and in pairs. These groups would be rotated each day to allow children at each achievement level the opportunity to engage in each task. Ms. Marquez explained to me how she differentiated the independent word study work at each activity so that in
her classroom every child at every achievement level had the opportunity to use each of the strategies to look for patterns in words. She told me that she did this with every lesson—math, sci-
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ence, reading and writing—because she believed that it was important for every child to explore
every learning strategy at a developmentally appropriate level.
So, for example, in the reading group, children were looking for word sound patterns in
books, adding new words to their notebooks as they read. When they finished a book, or if they
didn’t like the one they were reading, they would choose another from the book bins in the reading center. Differentiation in this group was simple: the task was the same for each child, only
the reading level of the books varied. The group that was using computers played various
spelling games on the NYCDOE website. Ms. Marquez differentiated this task by using different
word lists, which was the same strategy that she used to differentiate the sorting game, where
children helped one another to find words to add to their notebooks.
In all the groups, children were encouraged to work together, often with a more fluent English speaker working with a less fluent English speaker. When I walked around the room, I saw
some form of collaboration in each group. Children in the reading group were, for the most part,
working individually, but there was some conversation about the books they were reading and
the words they found. When Ms. Marquez stopped by the readers’ table she suggested that they
might benefit by working in pairs, choosing one book between two students and reading aloud to
one another to hear the sounds of the words. She modeled, sitting at the table and reading one
book out loud, exaggerating the sounds. Then she handed the book to one child at the table and
said, “Okay, now you read aloud.” She sat there, encouraging one pair to work together before
moving to another table. When she stopped by the readers’ table a bit later, she observed for a
few minutes and then said, “See, now that you are working together, you find more words.”
In the computer group, children were responsible for getting the laptop computers from the
computer cart, turning them on, setting them up, logging in and finding the spelling games on the

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

296

NYCDOE website. Children in this group helped one another set up the computers and find the
spelling games and then, as in the reading group, discussed the words they found and whether
they fit the pattern. Children playing the sorting game worked in pairs, discussing and debating
the patterns that they found.
To wrap up the lesson, everyone gathered at the meeting space and children from each group
shared the words they had found. Ms. Marquez sat to the right of the presenters, writing each
word on the chart. Although it was just before lunch and the children were a bit restless, no one
engaged in disruptive behavior. The students listened attentively as each child—higher and lower
achievers—shared. Children from the computer group (lower achievers) demonstrated the
spelling game to the rest of the class, using the computer attached to the SMART Board.
A collaborative math lesson
Ms. Ramirez’s class was gathered at the meeting space for a math lesson about money (pennies, nickels and dimes). Ms. Ramirez was using the interactive component of the SMART
Board, calling on various children to come up to the SMART Board and share their responses
with the class. Throughout the lesson, Ms. Ramirez allowed each child who was called to the
SMART Board to explain his or her choices and then built upon their responses in a dialogue, as
though they were co-teaching the lesson. What made this different from what you might see in
most classrooms was that it was an authentic collaboration between teacher and students. Ms.
Ramirez did not simply call upon a child to write his or her answer on the SMART Board and
then sit down while she explained and taught the strategies. Instead, she allowed each child to
explain his or her strategies to the class, using the SMART Board to teach and demonstrate. Her
manner was respectful; she treated each child as an equal, allowing him or her to explain to the
class, prompting and building upon the response, but not taking over the teaching. The purpose
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was twofold: (1) children learned that their thoughts and ideas were worthwhile and that they
were respected by the adults in the classroom; and (2) children learned to actively listen to one
another with the same respect and attention they granted the teacher.
Open Setting/Choosing Where To Work
Children in Robyn’s classroom at The Village School did not have assigned seats, either at
the collaborative worktables or the meeting space. They worked where they were comfortable,
changed seats when they choose to and moved about the room with a great deal of autonomy, as
long as they did not interrupt the lesson or disturb others. During the months that I spent in
Robyn’s classroom, I observed children change seats during lessons at the meeting space or during independent work for a variety of reasons. However, I also observed Robyn intervene on
numerous occasions to ask a child to switch seats during a lesson—most often during independent reading or writing assignments—when they were too noisy or engaged in off-task behavior.
She might first remind them to focus on the task (“Hassan, I asked not to sit by Issabella, because you are not doing your best work. I’ll give you a chance. I want you to get to work on writing” or “Bhreyion, can you be strong and read?”). If that did not have the desired effect, she
would ask one or more of the children to switch their seats so that they could better concentrate
on their work.
The physical environment at La Escuelita was more structured, particularly in the kindergarten classes. Children had assigned seats at the collaborative tables and, in kindergarten, at the
meeting space. In some classrooms, the seats were assigned randomly, while in other classrooms
teachers carefully arranged the seating to help students achieve academic and social goals. When
working with small groups or partners, children often had opportunities to work wherever they
chose in the room, particularly in the first and second grade classrooms.
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The open seating arrangement in Robyn’s classroom clearly allowed for greater choice and
decision-making throughout the school day. Children had the opportunity to move freely and to
work alongside whomever they chose for any particular lesson. In addition, the students were
actively making choices regarding their own learning; if the conversation or noise level (whether
on-task or off-task) at one table or in one area of the room was distracting, a child could simply
move to a quieter spot. During the time that I spent in Robyn’s classroom, I observed various
students move from one area to another, during lessons at the meeting space and during independent work time, without fanfare and without involving the teacher. Drew usually preferred a
quieter space to work, as did Hassan, and they would often move from the table area, where the
noise level could be high, to a spot in the more open block area.
The freedom to choose where to work allowed the children in Robyn’s first/second grade
class great opportunity to take ownership of their learning experience throughout the school day.
At La Escuelita, I observed that the children in Ms. Ramirez’s first grade classroom and in Ms.
Marquez’s second grade classroom were allowed greater freedom of choice in deciding where to
sit during whole group lessons and where to work during independent lessons than the children
in either kindergarten class. In separate conversations with Ms. Amaro and Ms. Ramirez, each
teacher spoke about the developmental aspect; that is, the older children were given more freedom of movement and more opportunities to make choices because they were viewed as more
capable of making decisions for two reasons: (1) they were considered developmentally more
mature and (2) they were more conversant with the culture of the school and with the rules and
regulations of the classroom.
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Making room for latecomers
During the months that I spent in Robyn’s classroom I had the opportunity to observe an
interesting behavior pattern during morning and afternoon meetings. The meeting space was
bounded on three sides by benches that doubled as storage for the children’s coats and backpacks. To access the storage space the top of the bench, which was hinged, had to be lifted. Students in Robyn’s class chose where to sit during meeting times, on the benches or the floor of the
meeting space, and were free to switch seats, as long as they did not disturb other students or interrupt the lesson. Children would sit with friends and, if asked, would usually move to make
room for someone else who wanted to squeeze in between two people. Once, after everyone had
gotten up from their seats to participate in a movement exercise, Olivia sat where Hassan had
previously been sitting. He politely asked her to move (“I was sitting here already”) and she did,
finding another seat without a problem. Occasionally a child would switch seats during the lesson to be closer to the front, to move from the bench to the floor (or vice versa) or to move away
from or join other children at the meeting space. All of this was acceptable and was usually accomplished with minimal noise.
In the morning, children would enter the classroom as they arrived at school, individually
and in small groups. Robyn waited until most of the class had arrived before gathering them into
the meeting space, but there were always several latecomers who would walk in while morning
meeting was in session. Whenever this happened, the children at the meeting space would simply
shift over to make room, without interrupting the lesson. Occasionally, a child would place his or
her backpack and coat on one of the tables and wait until after the meeting to store it in one of
the benches. Usually, however, the children who were sitting on the benches would quietly stand
to allow the latecomers to put away their coats and backpacks and then take their seats again
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without taking their attention away from the lesson. This happened during every morning meeting that I observed. The latecomers would enter quietly, put away their things, and join the meeting. Sometimes, if a child had a very bulky coat, the nearest children would help stuff it into the
bench. There was never a fuss and never a disruption. During all the time I spent in Robyn’s
classroom, I never observed her interrupt a lesson or prompt the children to make room for the
students who arrived late. The children simply accommodated one another with respect and
cooperation.
Fluidity and ownership of learning
There was fluidity to the independent work in Ms. Ramirez’s first grade classroom. During
independent lessons—math, writing workshop, reading workshop, social studies—children
moved easily (and quietly) about the room without disturbing their classmates. Some worked at
the collaborative tables or the tables at the learning centers, while others spread out on the carpet
at the meeting space, sometimes lying on their stomachs to read or write. I often saw children
who were seeking a quieter space retreat to a small nook between the teacher’s desk and the
computer table, where they could read and write in relative privacy (Fig. 38).
Ms. Ramirez walked quietly around the room, stopping by one child or another to scaffold
their work. She always got down to the children’s level, whether kneeling by a child at one of the
tables or sitting on the floor with a child working at the meeting space or in some corner of the
room. She spoke quietly and listened attentively when working with individual children, sharing
information and ideas in a collaborative manner, rather than dispensing knowledge.
She also accepted a balance of on/off task activity during independent work. During a typical 40-minute lesson, most children would be on task for a majority of the time. Some would digress for a time, talking quietly with their reading or writing partners about a movie or TV show
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or what they did that weekend, but they did not move aimlessly about the room or otherwise disrupt their classmates. Most children seemed to refocus their attention on the task after a few
minutes, on their own without any intervention or reminder. Occasionally, Ms. Ramirez would
look over and ask, “Are we reading?” or some other gentle reminder, and this seemed effective
in getting children back on task.
During whole group lessons at the meeting space, children were allowed to move about the
room—to get a drink or water or use the bathroom—without asking permission as long as they
did not interrupt the lesson. I noticed that several children in Ms. Ramirez’s class preferred to sit
on chairs or at tables near the meeting space, rather than on the carpet. One morning, when Emilia was sitting at a table need the meeting space, her partner, Jason, motioned to her to join him at
the meeting space during the turn and talk. She smiled and shook her head. Jason smiled, too,
and tried to persuade her, but Emilia again said no. Jason appealed to Ms. Kearny, who was sitting nearby, and Ms. Kearny smiled and said, “Emilia, Jason needs his partner.” Emilia smiled
again, slowly stood up and joined Jason at the carpet. After the turn and talk she returned to her
seat at the table. No one remarked on this or asked her to remain at the carpet.
Accessibility
The physical landscape of a classroom can significantly influence children’s freedom of
movement. In every classroom in which I spent time at The Village School and La Escuelita,
books and supplies were kept in well-marked bins on shelves within easy reach of the children.
The various learning centers in each room—math center, science center, writing center—were
used mostly to store supplies for each of these subjects. All of the materials in these centers were
within easy reach of the children and they were allowed to freely access supplies from the appropriate center, without asking permission, when engaged in independent or group work. However,
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at The Village School, which was located in a century-old school building, children in the primary grades did not have easy access to bathrooms. In order to use the bathrooms, which were located at the other end of the hallway, children in Robyn’s classroom had to ask permission, sign
out and use a pass. The multi-stall bathrooms were separated by gender. For safety reasons, children were not allowed to walk through the halls by themselves, so they had to use a “buddy system,” which meant that the child who wanted to use the bathroom needed to find another child
(of the same gender) to accompany him or her. The situation at La Escuelita was quite different,
as illustrated by the following story.
A bathroom in every room
It was an afternoon in early September in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten classroom. The children were engaged in independent work as the teachers walked around the room,
scaffolding individual students. The children were generally on-task and the noise level was
moderately high, which was appropriate for the activity. A child raised her hand slightly as Ms.
Amaro passed by her seat and pointed to the bathroom. Ms. Amaro nodded her head. After she
returned to her seat, a second child quietly stood and walked to the bathroom without asking at
all. She simply waited until the bathroom was free.
On another day, the children had just returned from lunch and were resting quietly with the
lights out while classical music played. This was the routine that started each afternoon, as Ms.
Amaro and Ms. Carreno felt the children needed some “downtime” to breathe and relax, slow
down and refocus after lunch/recess. Quiet conversations and interactions were acceptable; no
one was reprimanded unless the noise level rose beyond a certain point. During this quiet time,
children used the bathroom as needed without raising their hands to ask permission. Instead, they
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watched the bathroom sign (Stop/Go) to know when the bathroom was free and then quietly
walked over. There were two stalls in the bathroom and a sign for each one.
La Escuelita was designed as an early childhood school. Every classroom had a sink with a
water fountain, as well as an individual bathroom or a bathroom shared with another classroom
(with access from both classrooms), which allowed for greater freedom of movement than a
traditional school building such as The Village School, where bathrooms were located on each
floor and shared by all of the classrooms on that floor. The bathrooms and water fountains at La
Escuelita were easily accessible and children generally did not need to ask permission to use
them. For example, during independent and small group work times, Ms. Garcia, Ms. Amaro and
Ms. Carreno only asked the children to be aware of how many people were in the bathroom or
using the water fountain (limited to two) and not disturb other children who were working. In
most classrooms there was a system in place (such as the Stop/Go signs) that allowed children to
easily determine whether the bathroom was free. This allowed for greater independence; children
were responsible for observing the sign and following the rules for using the bathroom and water
fountain.
From a developmental perspective, the physical layout of the classrooms at La Escuelita,
with easily accessible bathrooms and water fountains, provided safe boundaries within which the
children could achieve greater autonomy over their bodily needs and functions, a key aspect of
socioemotional growth. It also allowed the children to exercise their rights as individuals within
the classroom community.
In the kindergarten classrooms, the rules were stricter during teacher-directed lessons at the
meeting space, when children were required to raise their hands and ask permission, although
this depended upon the lesson and was not applied consistently. In the first and second grade
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classrooms, children were never required to ask permission; they were, however, responsible for
moving quietly and not disturbing others or interrupting the lesson. Both Ms. Marquez and Ms.
Ramirez were in corner rooms, which meant that the classrooms had individual rather than
shared bathrooms. As in the kindergarten classrooms, children used a Stop/Go sign (Fig. 63) to
determine when the bathroom was free; in Ms. Marquez’s dual language classroom the sign was
written in both English and Spanish.

Figure 69: The Stop/Go sign in use in Ms. Ramirez's classroom.

Collaboration
Collaboration among participants at all levels of the school hierarchy, both formal and
informal, is a key to creating a sense of community in the classroom. As in most hierarchical
organizations, the tone was set at the highest levels, in this case the school administration. At
both The Village School and La Escuelita, the principal and assistant principal nurtured a culture
of collaboration. Lara and Ms. Gutierrez were each strong leaders, confident in their authority
and willing to share ideas, materials and expertise and to call upon teachers, parents and students
to participate in decision-making. Both Lara and Ms. Gutierrez were also open and honest in
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conversations with their teachers about the problems and constraints they all faced as a result of
the turbulent social and political landscape of public education in New York City. The impacts of
constantly changing educational policy initiatives at federal, state and local levels were openly
discussed in meetings to problem solve and plan for implementation and compliance.
Student observers and student teachers were welcomed into each of these schools and
graciously mentored. Teachers were invited to share their expertise as school-wide seminars and
grade-level curriculum meetings. Ms. Gutierrez held meetings with teachers at each grade level
to discuss the requirements of the various formal teacher performance assessments mandated by
the New York City Department of Education and, whenever possible, gave teachers an opportunity to provide input into the form of the assessment.
The teachers that I observed at La Escuelita and The Village School were strongly committed to collaborating with their colleagues and to mentoring pre-service teachers. They afforded
student teachers abundant opportunities to teach—whole group, small group, and individual conferences—and provided unobtrusive support. They helped them to design their lesson plans and
gave valuable feedback after each lesson they taught.
Teachers at both schools also afforded students opportunities to participate in decision making at levels that were developmentally appropriate for each grade. They discussed the daily
schedule, responded (within their ability to make changes) to student’s concerns and provided
transparency into the hierarchy of the school curriculum.
At both La Escuelita and The Village School, collaborative learning activities were strongly
supported at every grade level. Students engaged in small group and partner work, shared ideas
through “turn and talk” during whole group lessons, and were encouraged to help one another
and share their expertise during independent work.
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Teachers Helping Teachers
Robyn and Jessica
Robyn and Jessica, the first/second grade teachers at The Village School, worked closely
throughout the months that I spent at the school, planning curriculum, sharing ideas and supplies,
developing lessons and homework assignments, and combining classes for projects or field trips.
Their classrooms were across the hall from one another, and students from both classes could
sometimes be found in the hallway outside the classrooms, working together on collaborative
projects. When the second grade students were taking the EPAL test—a practice test designed to
help them prepare for the third grade standardized exam—the second graders from Jessica’s
class joined Robyn’s class, while the first graders from Robyn’s class went next door to Jessica’s
room. Although the two teachers were very different in age, experience and temperament, they
worked well together, moving freely between their two classrooms to plan and discuss projects
and provide support for one another.
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Mentoring student teachers
The Village School had ongoing relationships with several New York City teacher education
programs, including Queens College, Columbia University and Bank Street School. Robyn often
volunteered to mentor a student teacher from one or more of these programs. In Spring 2005,
Kristen, a graduate student from the Bank Street School, was completing her student teaching
field placement in Robyn’s classroom.
During the time I spent in the classroom, Robyn actively mentored Kristen, providing support and encouragement in numerous ways. She helped Kristen prepare lesson plans for her formal observations and also provided many informal opportunities for her to take the lead in teaching a particular lesson. Throughout the day, Robyn provided encouragement, shared ideas, and
gave targeted feedback aimed at helping Kristen to become a more effective teacher.
Whenever Kristen was teaching, Robyn handed over authority for the classroom, while still
providing unobtrusive support and stepping in quietly when necessary, without interrupting the
lesson, to refocus students or elaborate on a concept. One morning, for example, Robyn asked
Kristen if she wanted to teach writing studio. The students were adding sentences to their class
book about fish. Kristen moved to the front of the meeting space and began the lesson. Robyn’s
positioning in the room—moving closer to the meeting space when the noise level rose and children seemed distracted—provided support without direct intervention. She also intervened more
directly when necessary, quietly asking both Justin and Bhreyion to settle down and “show respect” to Kristen and to their classmates.
Though she did not always agree with Kristen’s classroom management strategies, she never
critiqued her while she was teaching, although she often provided helpful feedback afterwards
about how Kristen might have more effectively handled a particular situation. Robyn told me
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once that she believed it was important for Kristen to learn and develop her own style of teaching. “You have to let each teacher run the class as she sees fit and not impose your own style.”
We have each other’s backs
At the beginning of the school year, during one of many informal conversations with Ms.
Amaro, she affirmed that community and collaboration were “the way of the school, ” not just for
the children, but for the teachers as well. “We have each other’s backs,” she told me. The teachers in this school, she explained, really do work and plan together, sharing ideas, supplies, and
pedagogical knowledge, with more experienced teachers mentoring the newer teachers. She emphasized that this philosophy of collaboration was not “just words,” but enacted on a daily basis.
During the months that I spent at La Escuelita, I had the opportunity to observe many instances
of collaboration and support among the teachers. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno, for example,
worked well as a team and seemed most comfortable when they were both in the room, even
though they were often working independently with separate small groups. They often conferred,
talking quietly and laughing, when preparing the next lesson, and easily finished one another’s
sentences when teaching together.
Teachers collaborated closely at each grade level, as well, helping one another and sharing
their expertise. One afternoon in November, when I was observing in Ms. Garcia’s classroom,
Ms. Amaro entered to give Ms. Garcia a “heads up” on a new early childhood math assessment
that the NYCDOE had initiated. Ms. Amaro briefly explained what they (the kindergarten teachers) were required to do. When Ms. Garcia expressed concern, saying, “Ay, I’ve never done this
before,” Ms. Amaro replied, “I know. Neither have I. Ms. Palazzo is familiar with this assessment. She is going to show me and then I will show you. Don’t worry.”
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I noticed during my time at La Escuelita, that this collaborative culture also extended to student teachers and student observers, who were embraced and mentored in the classroom, and encouraged to attend grade and curriculum meetings. Teachers actively mentored the student
teachers in their classrooms, engaging them in the day-to-day life of the classroom, sharing ideas
and curriculum materials, providing guidance and feedback on lesson plans and opportunities to
teach, and encouraging them to find their own voices in the classroom.
Preparing for the Parent Curriculum Meeting
At the end of one school day in early September, the kindergarten teachers met to prepare
for the next day’s curriculum meeting with parents. Ms. Garcia, the grade leader, opened the
meeting by explaining how she planned to organize the meeting and discuss the curriculum goals
for each main subject (Math, Language Arts, Science, Social Studies and Spanish). She talked
about her expectations of how parents could help at home (“Read every night to your child. Talk
to your child, ask questions, take them for walks, get them talking”) and her expectations regarding homework (“Parents can help children, but it is important not to do their HW for them”).
She discussed class trips: how parents should be encouraged to participate by volunteering; how
different parents would be chosen for each trip; and how teachers would endeavor to give every
parent who wanted a chance to participate. She explained how she would introduce the book
bags that would be sent home with each child and how to impress upon parents the importance of
returning all the books. She talked about all of the myriad details that should be explained, including forms that needed to be signed, rules for picking up children from school, school lunches
and school uniforms. Ms. Garcia then explained how she planned to address the “potential holdover” list in a way that emphasized the positive: how it was a way to prepare and know what the
child needed to accomplish over the year in order to be promoted to the next grade.
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During the discussion, the other kindergarten teachers freely contributed, asking questions
and offering their experiences, adding to Ms. Garcia’s initial preparation list. Though Ms. Garcia
was the grade leader and the most experienced among the kindergarten teachers, this was a lively
and open conversation during which each teacher easily contributed, questioned, and elaborated.
There did not seem to be formality or hierarchy in the grade-level meeting, though the teachers
seemed respectful of Ms. Garcia’s knowledge and experience. There was no sense of competition among the teachers. The meeting was a truly collaborative effort amongst peers to support
each other and cooperatively prepare an informative presentation for the kindergarten parents,
many of whom were new to the school.
Student teachers at La Escuelita
During lunch one day, Ms. Marquez walked into Ms. Ramirez’s room to borrow something.
Ms. Kearny, a student teacher, was working on the computer, trying to create a new lesson on the
SMART Board. Ms. Marquez noticed that she was having trouble working with the SMART
Board program, so she walked over and sat down by the computer to help.
Maria was a student observer from Brooklyn College who often helped out in Ms. Ramirez’s
room. Ms. Ramirez treated Maria as an equal, so that on the days when she was in the classroom
it would be difficult for a casual observer to determine that she was a student observer rather
than a co-teacher. One day when the class was at gym, Maria led the students in a game of “Hot
Potato” while Ms. Ramirez was in charge of the music, a reversal of the usual teacher/student
teacher dynamic. Later that day, when the students were resting after lunch, Maria and Ms.
Ramirez were quietly conferring. Maria needed ideas for a college assignment and Ms. Ramirez
shared tips for physical activities to engage young children. She took out her copy of the
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NYCDOE handbook on physical activities for grades K-3 and handed it to Maria. “I just need to
have it back,” she said, smiling.
These examples were typical of the collegial culture among the teachers at La Escuelita.
There was a collaborative and egalitarian spirit in these classrooms that was fostered by Ms.
Gutierrez and permeated the atmosphere of the school. The principal, assistant principal, teachers
and staff worked together to achieve goals and actually seemed to like each other. They shared a
common goal: educating the students to the best of everyone’s abilities. The culture of the school
was cooperative rather than competitive. There was a genuine desire among the faculty to mentor
the student teachers and to help one another. Experienced teachers seemed to enjoy sharing their
ideas and expertise with new teachers and pre-service teachers, who were welcomed into the
classrooms and mentored with gentle guidance and useful feedback.
The ingrained hierarchy and competitiveness of the NYC school system was less noticeable
at La Escuelita. Student teachers were welcomed into the fold; they were included in grade level
meetings, faculty meetings, parent-teacher conferences and special events. Ms. Gutierrez made a
point of regularly meeting with the student teachers to share information and ideas; she spoke
forthrightly with them during these meetings, asked for feedback from the student teachers and
included them in policy discussions.
There was transparency at La Escuelita that contributed to the democratic environment of
the school. Both Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz were open and honest with teachers, parents and
student teachers in discussing NYCDOE policies and goals, school policies and goals, problems
they must face together, and expectations. They shared information, included teachers and student teachers in decision-making and treated everyone in the school community with respect and
warmth.
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Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz were often in the classrooms, collaborating with the teachers,
student teachers and children. Ms. Gutierrez had high expectations of the children, both academically and socially, as well as high expectations of her staff. In the time I spent at La Escuelita, I
never saw her reprimand or correct a teacher in front of others, though I did observe her augment
an ongoing lesson or model strategies that she wanted teachers and children to use.
Students Helping Students
Reading partners: Willa and Angela
Most of the reading partnerships in Robyn’s classroom seemed to be first/second grade
pairs. The second grade students were able to provide strong supervision of the first grade students, which strengthened their own understanding and fluency. Willa (first grade) and Angela
(second grade) were reading partners.
On this particular morning, Angela was reading aloud while Willa checked and corrected
her reading as needed. After she finished one book, Angela wanted Willa to read to her, but Willa asked Angela to read one more book. Willa kept a running record as she listened to Angela
read, making checks for all of the correct words and noting those words that Angela had trouble
reading or read incorrectly. Occasionally Willa corrected Angela (“I’ll, not I will”) but she was
not intrusive, allowing Angela to take her time to figure out the words. Willa was very serious
about the task. She seemed to have an efficient system for evaluating and was very gentle when
she did correct Angela.
After Angela read the second book and Willa noted specifically which words were read incorrectly, she then chose a book to read to Angela. First she chose The Big Snow, but Angela
didn’t like that one, so Willa put it back and chose Henry and Mudge and the Green Time. Angela approved, so they found a quiet space to read. Angela leaned in to hear while Willa read. She
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was quietly listening, focusing her attention on the book or looking at Willa. They read together,
quietly and obviously enjoying the time, until Robyn announced that it was time to put their
books away and come to the meeting area.
Collaborating on research
Students in Ms. Ramirez’s first grade class were writing non-fiction reports on animals and
insects. This was an extensive project, involving several sessions of research using both Internet
sources and books from the classroom library. Students worked together to gather information
and take notes, but each child was responsible for writing his/her own report. Ms. Ramirez began
with a lesson on how to use the Internet for research. She and the students talked about making
smart choices regarding which links to follow and how to access and make use of video and photographs in their research, and Ms. Ramirez modeled search strategies using the SMART Board.
After the discussion at the meeting space, the students moved to the tables to work with their
partners. Jon and Ellen, the computer monitors, handed out laptops and Ms. Kearny and Ms.
Ramirez circulated through the room, scaffolding as needed while the children turned on their
computers and logged in. Most children seemed to be able to do this independently, with little
adult facilitation, so Ms. Ramirez and Ms. Kearny concentrated on those who were having difficulty getting Internet access on their computers.
As I walked around the room, I observed children working cooperatively with their partners.
I saw spirited discussions, engagement and some silliness, but no disputes or power struggles
over who controlled the computer or who decided which link to choose (see Fig. 62). One group
of three required some help determining how to share the computer, but after Ms. Ramirez
stepped in to facilitate, they settled down to working together. There was a buzz of activity in the
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room as the children worked. The majority of students were on task as they searched Internet
sites and books, taking notes that they would use in writing their reports.
The children in Ms. Marquez’s second grade class were also writing research reports. Within
the given framework (animals and insects), each child chose a topic on which to focus. As in Ms.
Ramirez’s class, the research was conducted collaboratively and the reports were individually
written. Children moved freely about the room, getting books from the science center or laptops
from the computer cart to research their topics. As they worked, they shared books and chatted
with their classmates about their topics, sharing “fun facts” about the animal or insect they were
researching. Their socializing was surprisingly on task and they seemed highly engaged whenever they worked on their research. Students worked closely with their writing partners to hone
their research skills and improve their note taking.
One morning in December, after a mini-lesson on using diagrams and illustrations in their
reports, the children were working together in pairs and small groups, sharing their research
notes and providing feedback. As I walked around the room, the students that I observed were
engaged and on task. Children were taking turns reading their notes while their partners listened,
leaning in and focused on the child who was reading aloud. I observed children self-correcting as
they read and partners asking questions or making comments on the child’s notes (Fig. 64).
While they worked, Ms. Marquez circulated around the room, stopping to listen, to scaffold and
to model effective strategies for providing useful feedback. Once she was satisfied that every
child had the opportunity to share his or her notes with a partner and to give and receive feedback, the children returned to writing their reports, incorporating many of the comments and ideas they had received.
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The research projects in both Ms. Ramirez’s class and Ms. Marquez’s class demonstrated
critical thinking, autonomy and ownership. Children worked collaboratively and engaged in authentic dialogue while conducting the research. They explored their chosen topics in great depth
and detail; working together to research their topics, they debated ideas, questioned and created
meaning as they worked. The reports that they wrote, based upon their note taking and feedback
they received from the collaboration with their writing partners, were well organized and elaborate. The non-fiction research reports were an excellent example of several key aspects of the
educational approach at La Escuelita—depth of inquiry, meaningful tasks and authentic assessment—that are not often found in early childhood classrooms.
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Figure 70: Children in Ms. Marquez's class collaborate on research.
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Teachers Working With Students
Brainstorming the rules for Reading Workshop
During the first week of school in September, Ms. Amaro worked with the students to develop a set of guidelines for Reading Workshop. As they brainstormed ideas, Ms. Amaro created
a web on chart paper (Fig. 65). Together they came up with a working sequence of events, with
various children offering suggestions and adding to others’ ideas. The discussion took the form
of a conversation; children did not raise their hands to speak but listened to one another and, for
the most part, took turns speaking, although there was some overlapping conversation.

Figure 71: Brainstorming rules for Reading Workshop in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno's class.

When they had a working set of guidelines in place, Ms. Amaro went through the rules they
had created, reading each in turn. When she read the direction “Open the book,” one child added
“Carefully.” Ms. Amaro acknowledged the wisdom of that and added the work “carefully” to the
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chart. Another child then suggested an additional direction, “Keep your eyes on the book.” Ms.
Amaro, who had been writing when this direction was suggested, turned to the children and
asked, “Who said it? Sarah, was it you? Say it again.” Sarah said that she didn’t remember exactly what she said. Ms. Amaro replied, “Oh, I lost the thought. It happens. Oh, now I remember,
Sarah. You said ‘Keep your eyes on the book.’ I like that.” She added Sarah’s suggestion to the
sequence on the chart and then, once more, went through the guidelines they had just brainstormed for Reading Workshop, pointing to each rule as she read it from the chart. She then said,
“Let’s see who can do this. Let’s see who is ready for Reading Workshop.”
Ms. Amaro directed the book bin monitors to bring the book bins to each table and the children returned to their tables to choose books and begin reading, following the guidelines for
Reading Workshop that they had just created in collaboration with Ms. Amaro. There was a quiet hum of noise as children interacted quietly as they flipped through the books in the book bins,
choosing one to read. Some children read individually while others read their neighbor’s book or
showed their book to their neighbor. Both styles of reading (individual and partner) were acceptable. When it was time to transition to the next activity, Ms. Amaro once more reviewed the
rules for putting books away. The transition was noisy but not chaotic. As this was still the first
week of school, and children were just learning their classroom jobs, Ms. Amaro helped the book
bin monitors, directing them to collect all the books from the tables and pointing out where the
book bins belonged.
Solving real problems in the school community: The bathroom study
During a Town Meeting at The Village School, two teachers whose classrooms were near
the shared school bathrooms raised a particular problem: the noise from students as they entered
and left the bathroom was distracting, especially when their students were engaged in quiet work
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or were taking a test. After some discussion, the teachers and students decided to undertake a
research project to determine how many children were using the bathroom at various times during the school day. As part of this research study, the second grade students from Robyn’s class
and Jessica’s class volunteered to collect data. Over a two-week period, the second graders from
both classes took turns in pairs (one girl and one boy stationed by each corresponding bathroom)
for 30-minute intervals, tallying traffic patterns outside the boys’ and girls’ bathrooms. Robyn
began by explaining to the students how important it was for them to be honest in compiling the
data (not to make up numbers). She demonstrated, using Mika as an example, that they should
observe and write it down whenever a child entered the bathroom. After two weeks, the second
graders from both classes combined their data (working together in Robyn’s classroom) and decided how to graph the results of the tallies. The girls worked in one group with the data collected from the girls’ bathroom, while the boys worked separately with the data collected from the
boy’s bathroom. Next, working with Robyn, they all came together to analyze the graphed data
to decide what it meant and how to present it at the next Town Meeting.
At the next the second grade students presented their analysis of the information. Using the
graphs they had compiled from the tallies (which they displayed at the meeting), they had determined that the busiest times of use were in the early morning, just after students had arrived, and
after lunch. Once the first and second grade students had presented their analysis, the moderator
opened the issue to discussion by everyone at the Town Meeting—teachers, students, parents and
administrators—and possible solutions were considered. Not only was this an authentic learning
opportunity for the first and second grade students with regard to mathematics and research, it
was also an example of authentic collaboration and community problem solving.
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Administrators Working With Teachers
Ms. Gutierrez stands up for her teachers
One afternoon in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class, teachers and students were engaged
in a discussion of rules and responsibilities when an unknown woman wearing a Visitor’s Badge
walked unannounced into the classroom and demanded to speak with Ms. Amaro. She did not
introduce herself. She then walked over and sat at one of the tables without waiting or asking
whether this would be a convenient time and place for such a meeting. Her manner was very
determined (Ms. Amaro described it as aggressive) and she spoke forcefully to Ms. Amaro.
When I spoke with Ms. Amaro later that day, she said that she felt intimidated by the woman’s
manner. Ms. Carreno continued the conversation with the children while Ms. Amaro followed
the (still unknown) woman over to the table to handle the interruption.
The woman was well dressed and carried a notebook. She was wearing a Visitor’s Badge.
However, she did not have an appointment, no one in the classroom (or the main office) knew
she was coming, no one in the classroom knew who she was, and after signing in at the front
desk, rather than going into the main office to announce her visit, she had walked directly to the
classroom and demanded that Ms. Amaro speak with her immediately, with no regard for what
Ms. Amaro and the students were engaged in at the time.
When Ms. Amaro joined her at the table, she did not introduce herself or present her credentials, nor did she ask whether it was a convenient time for the teacher to meet with her. She
wanted to talk about one of the children who had been referred for evaluation. However, as she
had not called to make an appointment or announce her visit, Ms. Amaro had not prepared for a
meeting, which involved reviewing the child’s records and assessments and preparing notes.
When I spoke with Ms. Amaro, she said that it felt like an interrogation. When Ms. Munoz—the
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paraprofessional whose job was to work with children in the classroom with special needs—
attempted to join the discussion, the woman (who, as it turned out, was an evaluator assigned by
the NYCDOE) dismissed her in a rude manner.
Ms. Munoz then left the room and returned a few minutes later with both the principal and
the assistant principal. Ms. Gutierrez entered the room while Ms. Ruiz waited in the hallway. She
walked over to where the woman was sitting with Ms. Amaro, introduced herself as the principal
of the school, and asked (in a quiet and yet forceful manner) that the woman come with her immediately. Once in the hallway, Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz escorted the woman to Ms.
Gutierrez’s office, where they made it very clear to her that it was completely unacceptable for
her to walk in unannounced, bypass the main office, interrupt teachers in the middle of a lesson
and interrogate a teacher who had not been given an opportunity to prepare for a meeting about a
referral.
Although Ms. Amaro was very upset by the incident, she told me that Ms. Gutierrez’s intervention and strong response was very welcome. She had been completely taken aback by the
woman’s manner and was pleased that Ms. Gutierrez came into the room to take control of the
situation. She added that, as principal of the school, Ms. Gutierrez was very supportive and protective of her teachers. Her expectations of them were high, but she also provided the support
and assistance they needed to meet those expectations.
First grade meeting: Discussing pedagogy and giving teachers choices
One early morning in November, the first grade teachers and student teachers were assembled in Ms. Ramirez’s room for a grade-level curriculum meeting to review the science and
social studies curricula. Ms. Pacheco, who had been the grade leader and was now a school-wide
coordinator, was facilitating. One purpose of the meeting was to make sure that everyone was on
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the same page with regard to the new common core standards and goals for science and social
studies. Ms. Pacheco also noted that it was important to align the classroom science curriculum
with the sequence that the science specialist was using.
Next, the conversation turned to the literacy program. Ms. Pacheco told the first grade
teachers that Ms. Gutierrez wanted to see them engaging the children in more discussion and
debate, more “turn and talk.” She added, “It should be the children talking more and the teacher
talking less.” The teachers shared ideas about how to better utilize “turn and talk” and Socratic
Circle strategies during whole group lessons at the meeting space and how to better scaffold and
facilitate the children’s conversations. Ms. Pacheco and the first grade teachers also discussed
another pedagogical goal: engaging children in the learning process by sharing the standards and
rubrics with them, so they will understand the goals and know what is expected of them.
Finally, Ms. Pacheco spoke about how NYCDOE had recently designated the Danielson
Framework for Teaching as the official teacher performance assessment system for all NYC
schools, although the union had not yet agreed. Schools not using the Danielson system would
lose funding. Ms. Pacheco noted that, since Ms. Gutierrez had already been using the Danielson
system for several years to provide coaching feedback for teachers, the teachers were already
familiar with the assessment instrument. She went on to say that NYCDOE network evaluators
would be observing at La Escuelita in December and again in January. The observations would
focus not on the teachers, but on the administrators and how they provided feedback to the
teachers. She said that Ms. Gutierrez was given a choice between two assessment measures—
(1e) Designing Coherent Instruction and (3d) Using Assessment in Instruction—and she was
leaving it up to the teachers to choose which of these two they wanted the evaluators to observe
in action. “Ms. Gutierrez asked me to ask, what do you feel more comfortable with. If they were
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to come in and observe you, which do you feel more comfortable with being observed under—
the competency of 1(e) or 3(d)? It’s whatever you feel more comfortable with.” The first grade
teachers discussed the options and reached a consensus about which assessment measure they
would prefer the NYCDOE network evaluators to use in December. During the discussion, each
teacher voiced her opinion and concerns and participated in the decision-making process.
It should be noted that within the hierarchical structure of the New York City public school
system, principals are not at the highest level of decision-making. Ms. Gutierrez did not have the
power to decide when these evaluations would take place, nor did she determine the specific
assessment measures. She was given a choice between two measures and she passed this choice
along to the teachers.
Authentic Choices
Real participation in the classroom community requires an element of trust in children’s
ability to make decisions and resolve problems. Teachers need to have the confidence and authority to share power, to allow students authentic choices within the realm of the school day.
Such participation is often withheld from young children, viewed as beyond their developmental
capabilities. In a democratic classroom community, children are included in decision making that
has an impact on their lives: setting individual goals for academic achievement and behavior,
developing and implementing classroom rules, deciding upon consequences, and engaging in
problem solving and conflict resolution.
In analyzing the data from The Village School and La Escuelita, there were clear differences
in the authentic decision-making opportunities provided to children. Perhaps most significant
were the dissimilarities in what was called “Choice Time” in both schools. In Robyn’s classroom
choice time was an opportunity for truly child-directed play. The students had free choice of any
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of the games or materials available in the classroom and could play with whomever they choose
and wherever they choose to play within the classroom. Thus, during choice time you might see
students knitting, drawing, playing with building materials, playing with musical instruments, or
engaging in any number of games. Children moved freely from one occupation to another as they
chose. They negotiated rules for games and accommodated new players as necessary.
At La Escuelita, choice time was subject to limitations. Children were directed to one of the
“open” centers (not all centers were open each week) and the number of children in each center
was pre-determined. Children were not allowed to switch from one center to another, nor were
they given the opportunity to choose their playmates. The centers that were usually open for
choice time in the kindergarten classes were computers, blocks, dramatic play, art, and puppets.
The games and manipulatives used from math, science and language arts were not available during choice time. In the first and second grade classrooms at La Escuelita, there was no dramatic
play center, nor was there a block center; in the time that I spent in these classrooms, I did not
observe the children engage in choice time. The only time that I observed children engaged in
truly child-directed free play was during the outdoor recess that was scheduled several times a
week for each class, as weather permitted. When the children were playing in the outdoor playground, they were allowed real freedom; teachers did not intervene or direct the play in any way.
Children were even allowed to engage in non-standard use of the playground equipment (such as
walking up the slide); as much as possible, teachers did not interfere, although they did keep a
watchful eye on the proceedings.
The children in Robyn’s class at The Village School also seemed to have more opportunities
to negotiate the daily schedule than did the children at La Escuelita. There was more time for
building islands and communities in the block center during social studies lessons and more time
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for experimenting with science lessons. This might very well be attributed to the changes that
took place in educational policy between the first wave of data collection at The Village School
in 2004-2005 and the second wave of data collection at La Escuelita in 2012-2013. In those eight
years, the curriculum in the early elementary grades has increasingly narrowed, with less time for
science, social studies, and play, as schools focus more time on the math and reading skills that
are measured in standardized assessments. Working within the strong limitations and constraints
of current educational policies, narrowed curriculum and standardized assessment, the teachers at
La Escuelita provided opportunities wherever possible for children to participate in decisionmaking and take ownership of their learning.
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Participating in Decision Making
Negotiating downtime
One morning, just before lunch, Natalie and Willa approached Robyn and Willa asked,
“Can we find some time this afternoon for choice time?” In presenting her argument to persuade
Robyn, she noted how hard the students were working and said that they could use some “downtime.” At The Village School, choice time was just that: time that was truly child-centered free
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play and learning. Observing this teacher-student interaction, it was interesting to note that Willa
asked “Can we find some time,” implying equal status, rather than privileging responsibility for
making the decision to Robyn. Throughout the months that I spent in The Village School, and in
Robyn’s classroom in particular, the sense of shared responsibility—community decisionmaking—was notable. Despite the hierarchical nature of the educational system, there were real
opportunities for children to participate in decision-making. Thus, this second grade student felt
comfortable addressing the situation as a joint decision-making opportunity.
Robyn said that this was certainly something that could be discussed by the whole class
when they returned from lunch. Thus, once everyone had settled into a place either on the floor
or the benches, in preparation for the afternoon meeting, Robyn began by opening the floor to
discussion. She referred to the daily schedule posted on chart paper. The afternoon schedule was
as follows:
12:50 Meeting
1:00 Math
2:00 Social Studies
3:00 Dismissal
“What do you think,” Robyn asked, “Can we make some time this afternoon for choice
time? Where can we make room in the schedule?”
The class was enthusiastic about adding choice time and students began to discuss ideas and
offer suggestions. Robyn listened and moderated until they came to a consensus that they might
take 20 minutes from their social studies block if everyone could stay on task during social studies and finish the work. The students agreed to work efficiently during social studies time so that
they could accomplish the work in 40 minutes and have 20 minutes of choice time at the end of
the day.
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Robyn wrapped up the discussion by saying, “We will take some social studies time…you do
what the school needs and then you will get some time for what you need. Okay?” Everyone
agreed and Robyn moved on to discussion of the afternoon math lesson.
This was the second time that day that Robyn had negotiated the daily schedule with the
students. At the morning meeting, when discussing their planned science walk to the community
park, Robyn had explained that how the children acted on the walk to the park and how quickly
and effectively they completed their task of drawing a tree would determine how much time they
would have to spend in the park playground before returning to school. Time—like space—was
flexible in this classroom. The schedule was negotiable.
Do we need more time?
One afternoon in Robyn’s classroom the children were hard at work building their island
communities. Some children were at the meeting space working with art materials to create trees
and lakes for the islands, while others were in the block area organizing objects on the islands
and repairing buildings. Robyn was working with some of the children at Fairy Island to stabilize
a structure. She looked over at the clock and told the children that they had seven minutes until
cleanup, but if they needed more time to work on the islands they could take a vote on whether to
continue working on the islands or clean up and begin the math lesson that was next on the
schedule. Children began to shout out “Yes” or “No,” and Sean shouted out “I want to do math.”
Robyn said, “We are not going to do it this way, shouting and seeing whose voice is the loudest.
If we need more time, we can continue now or we can continue on Monday.” She then asked the
children to raise their hands to vote on whether to spend more time on the islands or move on to
the math lesson.
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Negotiating the rules of the game
During choice time in Robyn’s classroom children were free to play with any of the classroom materials or games, to create their own games using classroom supplies, to read a book, to
draw or sew or paint or create a craft project—it was truly the children’s choice. Some played
independently while others played in pairs or groups. They were also free to choose where they
wanted to play; larger groups would usually choose the open block area while small groups and
those engaged in arts and crafts activities often chose the meeting space. The noise level during
choice time was usually high as children engaged enthusiastically in child-centered and childdirected activities.
One Friday afternoon, Tiffany, Dylan, Willa, Olivia, Natalie and Valentine were all occupied with sewing, sitting on floor and benches at the meeting space and chatting quietly in their
“sewing circle” as they worked independently. Ariel was painting at one of the tables, while
Sean and Rayvon were drawing, sharing a “How To” book and negotiating which page to use.
The rest of the students were scattered around the room building with blocks and playing various
games. Eight children were engaged in one of their favorite choice time games, which involved a
spinner and connecting cubes. It seemed to be their own variation on marbles, using the cubes,
and the children were negotiating the rules as they played. It was an energetic and noisy game
with much discussion about what counted and whose turn it was. The game involved “challenges” that had to be met. They had divided themselves into two teams and the game was quite
competitive, though it seemed to be a friendly competition. At one point, Robyn stopped by and
said that she hoped they were all playing together, not competitively. Hassan responded, “But
that’s how the game is—that’s the rule.” They continued to negotiate how to play the game.
When another child joined, bringing the total to nine, they decided to play without teams and re-
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negotiated the rules. Drew and Hassan were the most active participants in the discussion, debating vigorously. Drew said something that got them all laughing, even Hassan. They decided to
all be on one team and to have individual challenges. They choose a captain and decided upon
new rules: whoever won the challenge would get the “blade” and they would play three rounds
of challenges. At the end of the second round, Drew and Hassan were tied, each having won a
challenge. Drew had a bad start on the third round, stopped and said, “That didn’t count. I had a
bad wrist shot.” Hassan didn’t argue or object and they began the third round again. Hassan won
the third round and the game, 2-1.
The cubes game was a regular occurrence during choice time. There was usually a core
group of players (which usually included Drew, Hassan, and Bhreyion) and others who would
join in occasionally. More boys than girls played the game, but girls were always welcomed.
Sometimes the dynamic of the game changed when there were girls and boys, rather than just
boys, but it was always noisy and competitive. Often, children would wander over while the
game was being played and ask to join in. They were always welcomed. This required constant
renegotiation of the rules, which the children seemed to enjoy almost as much as actually playing
the game.
Children Set Individual Goals for Achievement
Taking ownership of classwork
At the community park, Robyn’s class was engaged in the task of drawing a tree. Jeremy, a
first-grader, was not happy with his work; he turned his paper over and began again. When the
majority of students had finished, Robyn gathered them together to walk back to the school,
stopping at the playground on the way. Still not happy with his drawing, Jeremy asked if Robyn
would help him. While the other children played under the supervision of the student teacher, she
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worked one-to-one with Jeremy until he was satisfied with his effort. When he was finished, he
joined the rest of the class on the playground equipment, laughing and playing enthusiastically
with his classmates. When asked, Robyn explained to me that Jeremy is often “hard on himself”
and strives to achieve the goals he sets for himself. In this instance, rather than immediately joining his classmates on the playground equipment, he chose to continue working on his drawing
until he had achieved his goal.
Choosing books for independent reading
The children in Ms. Garcia’s class were gathered at the meeting space after choosing books
for the book bags that they would bring home that afternoon to read with their parents. Ms.
Garcia took a moment to talk about how to choose their books:
Okay. I was talking to Sam a little while ago, because he was at the meeting area looking for his books for his baggie, and he said, “Ms. Garcia, this book. I cannot read it.
It’s too hard for me. (Looking at Sam) Right? You said that to me? (Sam nods.) And you
know that, that was very smart of you to let me know that it was too hard. Because then
I said, ‘You look for a book where you can read the words.’ Remember? We looked
through the book, we looked at the words and we made sure that you can read some of
those words. You might not be able to read all of them, but if you can read some of
them, then that’s going to make me very happy. And that’s going to make your Mommy
very, very happy. So that was something very, very good that Sam did…he was able to
really recognize, he was able to see that, ‘Ms. Garcia, this book was too hard for me.’
The conversation continued, with Maria and other children contributing their strategies for how
to choose a book they can read and how to sound out words as they are reading. The books that
they brought home for independent reading were chosen from book bins organized according to
reading levels. Within a range of appropriate levels (target to challenging) based upon ongoing
assessments, children were given authentic choices in their independent reading.
Setting goals: “How do we check our chapters for details?”
In every classroom in which I spent time at La Escuelita, the daily schedule included a learning objective for each lesson, written in developmentally appropriate language. Teachers would

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

331

begin a lesson by reviewing the learning objective with the students. The purpose was to provide
transparency and to engage the students in authentic dialogue about achievement—to give them
a sense of ownership of their learning.
One morning in Ms. Marquez’s class, the learning objective for Writer’s Workshop was
“How do we check our chapters for details.” Ms. Marquez shared with the students the rubric
that had been developed to evaluate the detail and elaboration of the chapters they were writing
for their research papers on animals and insects (Fig. 66). The rubric was very explicit and
included examples for each element, which Ms. Marquez described and modeled. She explained
that, to achieve the highest grade (4) their chapters should incorporate at least four sentences per
page, should use illustrations and diagrams with captions to highlight important facts, and should
“talk to the reader.” During the discussion, several children asked specific questions, which allowed Ms. Marquez to clarify the goals.
After discussing the rubric, the children returned to their tables to revise their chapters, adding details and elaborating. As they worked, Ms. Marquez walked around the room, stopping to
scaffold individual children. She picked up Mira’s notebook to share with the students and point
out good elements. Some children were working from their notes, while others continued to
research their topics in books and on the laptop computers. As I walked around the room, I
observed children rewriting, clarifying sentences to incorporate feedback from their writing partners, adding photos and drawings, and labeling their illustrations. They worked with a high
degree of independence and focus, actively referencing the rubric as they worked. Even when
chatting with their classmates they were on task, talking about their research topics and collaborating. They were excited to share their work with me, as well; when I stopped by their table,
Angela showed me a photo of a black lion and Damien told me that a Mamba snake “strikes with
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lightning speed.” There was a strong sense of ownership with regard to these research projects,
which was reflected in the quality of the work.

Figure 72: Rubric for research projects in Ms. Marquez's class.

Conflict Resolution
A fight in the schoolyard
At 12:55 pm, on April 12, Robyn and the students had not yet returned to the classroom following lunch. Jeremy arrived to tell Kristen that something had happened during recess. At 1:00,
when the class finally arrived, Lara came in with them. Robyn gathered them at the meeting
space, bringing her journal with her to document the incident, which involved four students:
Rayvon, Hassan, Bhreyion, and Jeremy. Two of the students, Rayvon and Hassan, were second
graders and the other two were first graders. Jeremy, a first grade student, looked up to Hassan as
his friend, hero and role model. Two of the students, Rayvon and Jeremy, had previously been
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diagnosed with learning/behavioral disorders, and both had been involved in various minor incidents throughout the school year.
Robyn was clearly upset and let the students know in her quiet manner, without raising her
voice, that she was sad and disappointed that there had been a physical altercation. She asked
that each student be allowed to speak without interruption and said that each would have a turn
to talk, without interruption.
The story, as it unfolded from the perspectives of the four students, as well as several students who had not been involved but had witnessed the incident, was this:
Recess was ending and the children were lining up. Hassan and Rayvon were in line. Hassan
then left the line to get his jacket. When he returned, Rayvon said “No saving space” and
blocked him from getting back on line in the same spot. (The rule for lining up at recess was that
children were not supposed to “cut” the line or to “save spaces” in the line for their friends.)
Hassan pushed Rayvon hard, at which point Rayvon pushed back. Hassan then pushed Rayvon
again, knocking him to the ground. At that point, Bhreyion intervened, saying “Stop, stop, stop,”
and held Rayvon, trying to calm him. While Bhreyion was thus holding Rayvon, Jeremy kicked
him, and then Hassan also kicked him and took off his jacket to hit Rayon. Rayvon then took off
his jacket and hit Hassan, at which point the zipper of his jacket caught Hassan in the face
(which Rayvon said was accidental). Hassan began to cry. Priscilla, who said she did not see
what had happened, went to comfort Hassan, who was crying. Bhreyion was still holding
Rayvon, who was struggling and very upset. At this point Julie, who was one of the teachers
overseeing recess, intervened. Julie told Robyn, when she arrived, that she (Julie) did not know
what had happened up to that point, but had seen Rayvon hit Hassan. Thus, from Julie’s perspective, Rayvon was the guilty party.
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Robyn began, after everyone was gathered at the meeting space, by asking Rayvon tell his
story. He explained what had happened from his perspective and why he was upset with Hassan.
Robyn asked him, at one point, to demonstrate how he was pushed, using her as a model. She
kept the students focused and would not allow anyone to interrupt Rayvon while he was speaking. She reflected his words back to him and asked questions when she wanted to clarify a point.
When he hesitated, she would ask, “Then what happened?” Slowly, with prompts and reflection,
Robyn gave Rayvon the opportunity to tell his whole story. Throughout his rendition, she did not
allow those involved or those who had witnessed the event to interrupt or elaborate. She wrote in
her journal, reflecting, prompting and clarifying until Rayvon had related the whole story from
his perspective. At one point, when Rayvon recounted the part of his story when Bhreyion was
holding him and Jeremy kicked him, Robyn said to Rayvon that she felt sad, she felt like crying,
when she heard this. She asked how Rayvon felt, if he felt like that. Rayvon nodded. While
Rayvon was speaking, Drew raised his hand to add his perspective, but Robyn did not call on
him or allow him to interrupt Rayvon. When Rayvon had finished speaking, Robyn read the story back to him and the class and asked if it was correct. Rayvon nodded.
Next she asked Hassan to tell his story. She asked him to begin at the beginning, prompting
him to go back before the hitting to tell all that had happened before that point. As with Rayvon,
she reflected, prompted and asked questions to clarify, writing in her journal as Hassan related
what had happened from his perspective. She asked Hassan to demonstrate how Rayvon had
blocked him from getting back on line. She also asked Hassan to clarify several points Rayvon
had raised, asking, “Did that happen?” or “Is that true?” or “Is that what happened?”
Robyn asked Hassan to think about how his actions led to Rayvon’s actions. She asked Hassan if he meant to hurt Rayvon, if he wanted to hurt him when he kicked him. Hassan reluctantly
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acknowledged that he knew that he would hurt Rayvon when he kicked him. Hassan, in telling
his story, noted that Priscilla had helped him. Robyn then asked Priscilla why she had helped
Hassan and not Rayvon (“I just want to know.”). Priscilla told Robyn that she didn’t see Rayvon,
and she saw Hassan sitting on the floor and crying. Robyn then turned back to Hassan to let him
finish telling his story. As she had with Rayvon, she read the story back to him and asked if it
was accurate. He said that it was.
Robyn then asked Bhreyion for his story. Bhreyion began by turning to Rayvon and saying,
“I’m sorry. I didn’t understand. I saw you push my friend Hassan and that’s why I tried to stop
you.” He then told the story from his perspective. Again, Robyn reflected, prompted and clarified
as she wrote in her journal. She asked questions (as she had with Hassan) to help Bhreyion think
his actions. When Bhreyion said that he was holding Rayvon to “calm him,” Robyn reminded
him that Hassan and Jeremy were kicking Rayvon while Bhreyion held him and asked, “How
could you be helping him feel better if Hassan and Jeremy were kicking him while you were
holding him?” Throughout, Robyn spoke quietly and calmly, trying to help the three children to
articulate their feelings and perspectives, and to think about their actions and the consequences.
When Bhreyion was finished speaking, she read his story back to him to check for accuracy.
At this point, Robyn allowed Jeremy to relate his part of the story and then asked other children who had witnessed the incident what they would like to share. She asked Issabella how she
felt about what had happened. Issabella said that she was unhappy. Robyn shared her feeling and
responses to the incident as a way of helping the children articulate their feelings and responses.
She told me afterwards that this was a strategy she used to reinforce the sense of caring and
community in the classroom. Although she was very upset by the use of physical force, through-
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out the meeting she spoke quietly and emphasized that they needed to understand, as a community, what had happened and to respond to it.
The discussion lasted for 50 minutes, throughout their scheduled social studies time, and only ended when it was time to go to Community Arts. Although it was clear that the children who
had witnessed the incident would have liked more time to talk about it, each of the children who
had been involved seemed to feel that he or she had been heard. Throughout the discussion, no
one had interrupted or shouted out. Although it was clear that they were still upset (especially
Rayvon) each child had spoken calmly and the others had listened quietly and attentively.
Robyn told Rayvon, Hassan, Bhreyion and Jeremy that she would give Lara a copy of each
of their statements and that Lara would meet with all of them after she read Robyn’s write-up of
the incident. She also told the class that she accepted some responsibility as well, because she
was not downstairs to help when they were lining up and she understands that it is hard to transition from recess to lineup.
The next morning Lara met with all four of the children and they discussed what had happened. She asked them what they thought should be the consequences of their actions. Bhreyion
said that he “wanted to erase what happened with his words.” His original motive in restraining
Rayvon had been to help a friend (Hassan) who seemed to be in trouble. Once he knew Rayvon’s
part of the story, he said that he wished he could change his part in the incident. Robyn and Lara
also spoke at greater length with the other students in the class, giving them the opportunity to
share their reactions and asking them what they thought the consequences should be. After discussion it was decided that the four students would have “in-school” suspension for one morning, which meant that they would stay with Lara in her office, processing what had happened and
working together to move forward. In addition, each student would write a letter of apology for
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his part in what had happened. When the four students returned to class in the afternoon, Robyn
greeted them, saying, “we will turn the page and hope we learned from what happened and move
on.”
There were several aspects of this incident that I believe exemplify important elements of a
democratic classroom community—how teachers practice and how children enact the principles
of citizenship. Conflicts arise when young children are learning how to work closely together,
when they are absorbing new rules and testing the limits of those boundaries, when they are
learning to reconcile their perspectives and their individual needs and rights with the differing
perspectives of their diverse classmates and with the needs and rights of the community.
Robyn’s response to this particular conflict highlighted several valuable goals in creating a sense
of community and citizenship: perspective taking, active listening, accepting responsibility, and
deciding upon consequences.
Robyn was very upset and disappointed with the children following the altercation at recess.
Many of the students in her class had been diagnosed with learning and behavioral disorders, and
she had been working consistently with them since the beginning of the year in “solving problems peacefully.” She felt that they had made significant progress, notwithstanding this incident.
When Robyn gathered the children at the meeting space to discuss the incident, one of her
goals was to help each of the children involved articulate what had happened from his perspective and acknowledge the validity of one another’s perspectives. Julie—the teacher at recess—
had placed the blame squarely upon Rayvon, because she had seen Rayon hit Hassan and Hassan
was crying. Thus, when Robyn allowed each child to tell his story, she chose to begin with
Rayvon, giving him the first opportunity to speak without interruption from the others. In speaking with Robyn later that day, I learned that this was a deliberate choice. While the other children
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listened, Rayvon was able to explain what had happened prior to the physical altercation. From
his perspective, he was enforcing a rule (“no cutting”) by blocking Hassan from rejoining the
line in the middle, rather than at the end. He felt that this was a justified intervention, and Hassan’s reaction upset and angered him. For most of the listeners, it was the first time they were
learning about the very beginning of the interaction between Rayvon and Hassan.
When six-year-old Bhreyion was given the opportunity to tell his story, he began by turning
to Rayvon and apologizing, saying that he hadn’t known about what happened prior to seeing
Rayvon push Hassan. He did this spontaneously, without any adult prompting. He listened to
Rayvon’s story and, when it was his turn to give his perspective, he chose to begin with an apology to the person he had hurt by his intervention. It was a very specific apology: he acknowledged that he “didn’t understand” what had happened and implied that, had he seen the first part
of the interaction between Rayvon and Hassan, he might not have acted as he did. Listening to
Rayvon’s perspective helped to change Bhreyion’s viewpoint and led him to apologize without
being asked to do so.
After hearing Rayvon, Hassan and Bhreyion tell their stories, Robyn facilitated their perspective taking and empathy (and that of the other students, who were listening) by asking questions that helped each to understand what the situation might have looked like and felt like from
a different vantage point. She allowed the other students to articulate how it felt to witness the
fight and shared her own sadness and disappointment.
Throughout the discussion, Robyn scaffolded the students’ active listening. She strictly enforced her instruction that each student would be allowed to tell his or her story “without interruption” and she modeled active listening skills: reflecting, prompting and asking questions to
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clarify her understanding as Rayvon, Hassan and Bhreyion each presented his perspective. After
each child was finished, she read back what she had written and checked for accuracy.
Once each child had the opportunity to talk, Robyn directed her questions to help each of the
children involved accept responsibility for how his actions might have led to the actions that followed, escalating into physical violence. Looking once more at Bhreyion’s spontaneous apology
to Rayvon, it also illustrates that he accepted responsibility for his actions and sought to redeem
himself with the person he had hurt.
Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this example is in how Robyn and Lara worked with
Rayvon, Hassan, Jeremy and Bhreyion in deciding upon the consequences of their actions. My
observation at The Village School took place in 2004, prior to the implementation of the current
“no tolerance” policies, wherein children of any age are automatically suspended when physical
violence (pushing, hitting, kicking) is involved. However, even at that time conflict resolution in
a case such as this usually would not include the participation of students in deciding upon consequences. While teachers in democratic classrooms were likely to facilitate and scaffold children in perspective taking, providing opportunities for them to make amends to one another informally, any formal consequences would be the decision of adults—teachers, administrators
and, perhaps, parents. However, that is not what happened at The Village School. The four children were included in the conversation and participated in deciding upon the consequences (inschool suspension and letter of apology).
Home-School Connection
A participatory democratic learning community requires a strong partnership between
school and home. Parents/guardians should feel as though they have a voice in the decisionmaking regarding their children’s education and they should feel welcomed within the school. At
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both The Village School and La Escuelita, teachers and administrators welcomed parents and
guardians into the school community and valued their participation. The lines of communication
were open, and information flowed in both directions: the opinions, concerns and expertise of
parents and guardians were accounted in the school decision-making process. The parents and
guardians with whom I spoke at The Village School and La Escuelita felt they were given real
opportunities to participate in their children’s education.
The Village School was the first parent-teacher collaborative public school on the Lower
East Side, pioneered in the 1980’s by parents seeking a progressive educational alternative. At
the time of this study, parents maintained a strong voice in the day-to-day decision-making at the
school. Meetings of the parent-teacher association were well attended, as were the biweekly
Town Meetings, at which parents actively contributed to their ideas and opinions. Parents (both
mothers and fathers) volunteered in Robyn’s classroom on a regular basis. They were welcomed
into the classroom and participated in a variety of ways, reading stories to children, working oneon-one with children who needed extra help, sharing their expertise sometimes and teaching
lessons developed in collaboration with Robyn.
La Escuelita was an early childhood school with strong ties to the community. The parent
coordinator’s office was just inside the main entrance of the school, which was a good indication
of her accessibility. She was strongly committed to meeting the needs of the working class
parents in the community, arranging meeting early in the morning or late in the afternoon or
evening when needed. The parent coordinator was fluent in Spanish, as were Ms. Gutierrez and
Ms. Ruiz, the principal and assistant principal. Most of the teachers and support staff were also
fluent in Spanish. Teachers and administrators reached out to parents, welcoming them into the
classroom as volunteers, scheduling meeting at times of the day when working parents could
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attend, and providing interpreters when necessary. Parents with young children who could not
arrange for babysitting often brought their children to the meetings, which was accepted and
accommodated. Parents also volunteered in the classrooms at La Escuelita, sometimes maintaining a connection with the school even after their children had graduated. For example, during the
time that I spent in Ms. Marquez’s class, the parent of one former student volunteered in the
classroom on several occasions, helping Ms. Marquez to prepare materials for upcoming lessons,
while the parent of another former student visited to donate books and supplies to the classroom.
In addition to accommodating the schedules of working parents in the community, there
were a number of programs in place at La Escuelita to help bridge cultural differences between
home and school. Many of the parents in the community were recent immigrants, and many were
unfamiliar with the culture of education in the U.S. Thus, programs were offered to help parents
learn what was expected to help their children succeed in school, including how to help with
homework, how to support emergent reading skills, technology classes, and adult ESL classes.
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Open Communication
A Parent Curriculum Meeting at La Escuelita
The parent curriculum meeting at P.S. 228 was scheduled for early morning during the
second week of school in September, while I was observing in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s
kindergarten classroom. Thus, I will describe the meeting that took place in this classroom. From
my conversations with Ms. Gutierrez, the parent coordinator, and several teachers (and based
upon the kindergarten grade meeting the previous day to discuss the upcoming parent curriculum
meeting), I believe that this meeting was fairly representative of what took place in each of the
classrooms. Ms. Amaro explained that the importance of the meeting was to “get to know the
parents a little and let them get to know us; to introduce ourselves.” Another objective of the
meeting, she said, was to communicate with parents about kindergarten curriculum, standards,
assessments and expectations, and to let them know that they were a vital part of their children’s
schooling. Ms. Amaro later told me that all of the teachers at La Escuelita had reached out to
parents who indicated that they could not attend the Parent Curriculum Meeting (for example,
because their work schedule would not allow it). They sent letters home and offered alternative
times when they could meet with them individually, during their prep time, before school and
after school.
In Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s room, they had set up a SMART Board presentation for
the meeting. Although most of the parents were native Spanish speakers, and a few had limited
fluency in English, the written presentation was in English. However, Ms. Amaro and Ms.
Carreno were both fluent in Spanish and the oral presentation was mostly in Spanish, although
they did switch back and forth during the course of the one-hour presentation.
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Parents began to enter at 8:18 am, and by 8:25 (the scheduled meeting time) most seats in
the classroom were filled. There were 23 parents altogether (three fathers and twenty mothers).
Most of the students’ parents were in attendance, even though this was a workday. A few
brought their younger children with them; during the presentation Ms. Kearny helped to keep the
younger children occupied (this had been discussed the day before at the kindergarten grade
meeting). No formal arrangements had been made to accommodate parents with younger children, though Ms. Gutierrez and the parent coordinator had asked the student teachers and
paraprofessionals to help out.
Speaking in Spanish, Ms. Amaro explained how she and Ms. Carreno would begin the year
teaching the various subjects mostly in Spanish and gradually transition to English. She talked
about the demands of the curriculum, which was aligned with NYS standards, and then described
the math, reading and writing programs. At 8:45 the parent coordinator entered the room to briefly explain (also in Spanish) the school procedures and forms and the rules for dropping off and
picking up children. At 8:50 Ms. Gutierrez walked in quietly and stood in the back of the room,
listening for a few minutes as Ms. Amaro explained the writing program. She did not interrupt,
but instead quietly left.
Several parents asked questions about the LAB-R assessment that had been used to determine their children’s placement in the bilingual class. Ms. Carreno took over at this point to address the parents’ concerns, which seemed to be mostly about how the bilingual program would
help their children to achieve English proficiency. There was considerable discussion among the
parents, as well as between teachers and parents, about the merits of bilingual classes. Several
parents with older children in the school contributed their expertise and experiences regarding
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the bilingual program at La Escuelita. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno shared information about the
research supporting bilingual education, as well as their own experiences.
Other questions concerned homework, which was sent home in both English and Spanish.
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno both responded to questions about the homework. Parents expressed that they wanted to help their children, but were uncertain about the rules and expectations from the school. They asked what the school expected with regard to how much help they
should give their children with homework. There was a high degree of interaction and spirited
conversation among all participants at the meeting (teachers and parents) as they discussed how
to find the right balance, so that their children would be supported but independent in completing
homework assignments. Once again, parents with older children in the school shared their experiences and contributed their expertise, which was welcomed by Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno.
The interactive discussion continued when Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno explained the
school uniform requirements. Parents with older siblings in the school supplemented the teachers’ information, sharing their own experiences about what was required, expected and allowed.
Ms. Gutierrez returned at this point. Ms. Carreno finished explaining the reading program
and then turned the floor over to Ms. Gutierrez, who also spoke to the parents in Spanish. Many
of the parents nodded and smiled when Ms. Gutierrez said that, between them, Ms. Carreno and
Ms. Amaro had 20 years of teaching experience as well as their Master’s Degrees. Ms. Gutierrez
then introduced Ms. Kearny (the student teacher), talking about how Queens College is a strong
supporter of La Escuelita. She then introduced me to the parents, explaining that I would be observing in various classrooms throughout the school.
At 9:40, the meeting was winding down. Ms. Kearny and Ms. Carreno left to pick up the
children. Although the formal meeting had ended, Ms. Amaro was still talking to a large group
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of parents, explaining the Motivation Chart. When the children arrived at the classroom, parents
smiled, greeted their children and began to depart. Ms. Carreno and Ms. Kearny supervised the
children as they engaged their morning routines (putting away their coats and backpacks, collecting homework), while Ms. Amaro continued to talk quietly with one of the parents.
When she finished, she entered the room and explained to the children what the meeting
with their parents was about. This was neither the first nor the last time that I observed a teacher
at La Escuelita take the time and opportunity to explain procedures to the children. Ms. Amaro
and Ms. Carreno, for example, were very clear and explicit in explaining the rules and routines
and their expectations of the children. They explained what was required and why.
Later, Ms. Amaro spoke with me about how she and Ms. Carreno try to impress upon parents that, while it is admirable for them to be involved with their children, it is also important to
allow the children to take responsibility for their homework and to make their own mistakes, so
that the teachers can see what they need to work on. She also noted that many of the families in
this classroom were Mexican-American, and many were recent immigrants. She said that parents
have different cultural values, and thus different expectations of what is the role of the school vs.
the role of the parent (that is, how much they should be doing at home to reinforce or supplement
what the school is doing).
Ms. Amaro said that teachers and administrators at La Escuelita were strongly committed to
communicating and coordinating with parents, and to incorporating and including parents in the
decision-making process regarding their children’s education, within the limitations of federal,
state and local policies and strictures. There were many after school programs available for parents, including technology classes, adult ESL classes, and classes in how to assist their children
in reading, writing, and homework. There was, she said, a strong outreach from the school to the
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community and to the families to get them involved and to keep them involved. In fact, each of
the teachers and administrators with whom I spoke at La Escuelita emphasized that the school
makes a strong effort to reach out to parents, to involve them and to keep them informed and upto-date about what their children are doing in school and what the school hopes (and expects)
parents can achieve at home. The effort seems to be successful. According to the most recent
NYCDOE School Survey, 98% of parents indicated that they were satisfied or very satisfied with
home/school communication and opportunities to be involved with their children’s education,
while 100% felt welcome in the school.
Parents Are Welcomed and Valued
Sharing expertise at The Village School
Following a class trip to the Coney Island Aquarium, Robyn’s class had decided that they
wanted a small aquarium in the classroom with fiddler crabs, minnows, newts and other small
creatures. At the morning meeting they were discussing how to set up the aquarium. Robyn had
asked one of the parents with expertise in this area if she would come in to help explain how to
set up a cold-water aquarium. She shared her experiences with raising fish, crabs and small lizards while Robyn and the students asked questions and took notes. She also offered to help them
choose the fish and animals with which to stock the aquarium.
Parents of students in Robyn’s class were often in the classroom, volunteering to read aloud
or sharing their expertise with regard to a particular topic or lesson. When the students were
building the island communities, parents visited on a regular basis to view the islands as they
were taking shape and enjoy the children’s work. Robyn also invited parents more formally to
participate in the social studies curriculum, which was learning about the community and neigh-

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

347

borhood. Parents would come in to talk about their work or about community work in which
they were active.
Teacher Expectations
Teacher expectations are also a key component of a democratic classroom community. Do
teachers support children’s independence and participation? Do they view children as capable of
choice, independence and participation? What tools do teachers provide to help children learn
how to make decision, to collaborate, to solve real problems? What kind of decision-making possibilities do teachers foster to achieve a sense of active participation in the school community? In
order to help children engage as active citizens in a democratic community, teachers need to provide authentic opportunities for them to take responsibility within the school community and to
take ownership of their own academic achievement and behavior. The following examples illustrate how teachers at The Village School and La Escuelita accomplished this: some of the strategies that they utilized and the tools that they provided.
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Children Are Capable of Choice, Independence and Responsibility
You have power over your day
Robyn used a standard classroom management system in which a child whose behavior was
deemed overly disruptive or outside the acceptable boundaries would receive a “first warning”
and his or her name would be written on a piece of paper attached to the chalkboard. Even with
this behavioral management system in place, however, Robyn continually reinforced that the
students had ownership of their actions. Ultimately, they were responsible for their behavior.
During one observation, two students approached Robyn and asked, “Can we get our names off
the list?” She replied, “Absolutely. It’s your choice. You have power over your day. I don’t want
to have power over your day.” Unlike the system in place at La Escuelita, it was possible for
children who had received a warning to remove their names from the list on the chalkboard by
changing their behavior for the rest of the day. Robyn explained that, since the purpose was to
help the children develop self-discipline, it made sense to give them the power to redeem themselves by changing the unacceptable behavior.
In her interactions with the students, Robyn emphasized that it was within a child’s power to
change his or her behavior. One morning when Kristen was teaching a lesson, Robyn asked
Bhreyion (who was talking and disrupting the students around him) to leave the meeting space.
She drew him aside to talk to him. “You are not having a good morning; not controlling your
body, your manners, not concentrating on your work. I care too much about you and your learning to let you do that. You can still have a good morning. You need to make that choice. It’s up to
you to do the right thing.” She told him that she was going to prepare a note to send home to his
mother to let her know that he was not having a good morning, but that “It’s up to you how the
note goes, not up to me. You make the decision.” Robyn then asked Bhreyion if he wanted to try
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again. He nodded and she told him to rejoin the lesson at the meeting space. When Kristen asked
if there were any questions, Bhreyion said that he didn’t understand what to do. Kristen asked
someone to explain, and Rayvon did, after which the lesson continued.
“Why are we being so loud today?”
One morning in March, when the class had been writing in their journals since arriving at
school (about 40 minutes), many of the children seemed restless, moving around the room and
talking with their classmates. Robyn, who was engaged in conferencing with individual children,
had asked several times for less talking, or lower voices if the children were working with partners. At 9:20, Robyn told everyone to put away his or her journal and come to the meeting area.
She began the morning meeting by addressing the issue directly asking, “Why are we being so
loud today?” This was not a rhetorical question or admonishment, but rather an invitation to
open the discussion, reviewing the rule and why the students were having difficulty adhering to
it. Robyn began the discussion by drawing everyone’s attention to the classroom rule regarding
noise, that is, that noise should be kept to a level appropriate for the activity. In this case, she explained, the children knew that journal writing was designated as a quieter activity that required
more reflection.
Mika, a second grade student, raised her hand to say that she disagreed that they were being
noisy. Robyn said, “It’s okay to disagree, but that’s not helping our discussion about the problem.” Hassan suggested that perhaps “Some people want to have the teacher’s attention.” Robyn
reflected on this and asked if anyone else agreed that this might be the reason. Several children
raised their hands. Robyn then explained that this is what grown-ups call “negative attention.”
She asked if anyone could suggest another reason. Natalie, another second grader, proposed that,
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“People have a lot of energy.” Again, Robyn considered this response and agreed that this was a
possible reason for the loud voices.
Then she asked, “What can we do from this point on to make sure our room is not a noisy
one?” Various children raised their hands to present possible solutions. The class then discussed
each suggestion. Robyn acted as moderator, but did not privilege one solution over another.
When no further suggestions were presented, Robyn wrapped up the discussion with a synopsis
of the children’s ideas for keeping the noise in the room to a level appropriate to the task, validating their input and reminding them to think about these suggestions. Rules and responsibilities
were explicated and discussed in Robyn’s classroom; instead of simply reminding children of a
particular rule, she would engage them in authentic dialogue about why the rule was important,
ask them to reflect upon why they were having difficulty adhering to the rule, and allow them to
participate in determining how they might improve. Robyn always used opportunities such as
this to encourage reflection and participation, with the goal of helping the children to develop
self-discipline.
Working independently
In Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten classroom, they often fell behind in the daily schedule because
the children engaged in lengthy discussions, which she actively encouraged. In the time that I
spent with Ms. Garcia’s class, I observed that there was a great deal of independence in this
classroom, more so than in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s bilingual/ICT kindergarten classroom.
Ms. Garcia put more responsibility on the children to work individually and independently and
provided less explicit instruction than Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno. There are several possible
explanations for this: (1) the children in this dual language class were already fluent in English
and required less repetition of rules and regulations than the children in the bilingual class; (2)
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Ms. Garcia had a higher tolerance for noise and a less structured teaching style than Ms. Amaro
and Ms. Carreno; (3) the dual language class moved at a quicker pace than the bilingual/ICT
class and children were expected to work more independently; or (4) some combination of all of
the above. There was usually a high level of energy (and noise) and an informal structure in Ms.
Garcia’s room. However, she had high expectations for behavior when it came to how to treat
others and how to engage in work. Noise was okay, as long as the work got done. Respect for
peers and teachers was required—no hitting or hurting, no bullying, active listening when someone else was talking. Children were expected to remember their jobs and to help one another.
During one math lesson, children were working independently at the various tables, without
direct teacher oversight. At the Blue Table, children were working with dice, while at the Red
Table they were working with dominoes. The expectation seemed to be that, since they had already learned the rules of these games, they would work responsibly on their own. Some of the
children had already begun to play, while others were settling in and exploring the materials. I
asked one child at the Blue Table how to play (dice) and she said that she didn’t know. Another
girl sitting next to her began to explain the game. I asked if she could show me and she did. The
first child watched as well, and then began to play.
Music lessons at La Escuelita: Complex scales and high expectations
Mr. Valdez, the music teacher at La Escuelita, had a unique way of interacting with the
students, not often seen in those working in the primary grades. He spoke to them as real people,
rather than young children, and they responded positively by meeting his expectations in most
instances. He never talked down to them or condescended. He expected the children to act respectfully, both with him and with one another. He had high expectations for what they could
achieve, both socially and musically.

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

352

One September afternoon in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten class, the music
lesson was pushed into the classroom because the multipurpose room was being used for another
purpose. Mr. Valdez was teaching the children about notes (whole, half, quarter) and scales. After reviewing the written scale, he handed the pointer to Alicia to review the scale. She pointed to
each note and the children followed along. When she had finished, Ms. Valdez asked, “Who else
wants to try?” The next student needed a little help, so Mr. Valdez scaffolded, providing just
enough assistance to allow him to teach the scale. Next, he handed the pointer to Eric and said,
“He doesn’t need my help. He can teach me. Wait…let me get to my chair.” Mr. Valdez sat in
Eric’s chair, which elicited giggles from most of the students, but they followed along and sang
when Eric pointed to the notes in the scale. Mr. Valdez handed the pointer to a fourth student
and, this time, sat at his keyboard and played scales while the student pointed to each note on the
chart. At this point, the children were energized by the keyboard accompaniment and became a
bit noisy. Mr. Valdez asked for quiet and attention. He told the student who was teaching, “You
did a great job, and I’m sorry I have to talk harshly here. You did an excellent job.”
Mr. Valdez ended the lesson by introducing the song Love Train. He spoke about getting
along and being respectful of each other and respecting each other’s differences. He called on all
of the children to participate as he taught the chorus of the song. He ended by having the children
march around the room while he played the song on the keyboard and everyone sang the first
two lines of the chorus: “People all over the world, join hands. Start a love train, love train.”
After the intense work on learning scales, the children enjoyed the opportunity to move to the
music, and seemed fully engaged, including both Marc and Emiliano, whose attention often
wandered during lessons.
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On another morning in November, I observed Mr. Valdez teaching intervals with Ms.
Ramirez’s first grade class. This lesson took place in the multipurpose room. As I looked around
the room, I observed full participation—no one was sitting out and all of the children seemed
both engaged and cooperative. They sounded beautiful as they sang first simple scales, then intervals, and finally “Do Re Mi.” As any musician can attest, intervals require a more complex
musical understanding than simple scales. Mr. Valdez had high expectations for these young students and engaged them in learning higher-order musical skills; it was clear in listening to them
sing that he had been very successful in doing so. This was complex musical theory. Mr. Valdez
did not believe that it was beyond the reach of the children he was teaching, and it seemed that
he was correct.
As with the earlier lesson that I observed, after spending some time practicing scales, Mr.
Valdez moved into learning a new song, in this instance “Silver Bells.” He handed the pointer to
one of the children and moved to the back of the room while the student led the group through a
first reading of the words. He continued to choose students randomly to point out the words
while he sat at the keyboard and played the melody. He ended the lesson by handing out various
percussion instruments—cymbals, triangles, maracas, tambourines—and drums. The children
enthusiastically played along on their various instruments, accompanying Mr. Valdez on the
keyboard as he played “Silver Bells.” When he finished the song, the children helped collect all
of the instruments. Cleanup was quick, quiet and efficient.
On an afternoon in December, the students in Ms. Marquez’s class were watching a performance of The Nutcracker with Gelsey Kirkland and Mikhail Baryshnikov. Some children were
sitting on the carpet at the meeting space, while others stayed at their tables. There was some
quiet conversation in the room—mostly about the performance. I overheard several children re-
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acting to the nutcracker being broken and others talking about the dancing. They were clearly
engaged with the ballet. Mr. Valdez responded to several comments, at one point explaining,
“This is a dream now. Marie is dreaming, and you know strange things can happen in a dream.”
He also quietly pointed out several elements that he wanted the students to notice, such as the
waltz (he was teaching the second-grade children how to dance) and aspects of Tchaikovsky’s
score (the composer of the month). When it was time to transition to the next lesson, The Nutcracker was only midway. The children were disappointed, and Mr. Valdez had to promise that
they would finish watching the next day.
The students enjoyed their music lessons with Mr. Valdez. They also learned complex musical theory and performance. He had high expectations and the children responded, participating
enthusiastically and learning complex musical skills. One morning in Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten
class, when the children had just returned from the playground and were seated quietly at their
tables, Ms. Garcia was preparing and organizing the next lesson. The children at the Red Table,
led by Alisa and Anna, began to quietly sing the chorus of “Puff the Magic Dragon,” which Mr.
Valdez had taught them at the end of a music lesson two weeks before. Ms. Garcia heard them
singing softly and encouraged them by smiling and asking “What are you singing?” “Puff the
Magic Dragon,” they replied and begin to sing more enthusiastically. The rest of the class joined
in and as a whole they sang a few rousing choruses together, now in full voice, while Ms. Garcia
looked on, smiling and shaking her head with wonder. “I can’t believe it. They know all the
words and the melody. They only sang it once, two weeks ago!” One child asked, “What does
frolic mean?” “To play,” the student observer replied. Ms. Garcia than added, “That’s a good
word to add to our Big Words.” Not only were the children able to spontaneously recreate a song
they had briefly learned two weeks before in Mr. Valdez’s music class—with both words and
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melody intact—they were also thinking about the words they were singing, questioning the
meaning of the song. I noted that Ms. Garcia was fully supportive of the spontaneous choral performance, and encouraged the children to continue. What would have been the message instead,
I wondered, had Ms. Garcia simply told the children at the Red Table to be quiet, because she
was busy preparing a lesson for them?
Cooperation: Working with the substitute teacher
The children in Ms. Garcia’s class were at the meeting space with Ms. Clark, a substitute
teacher. They were reading Eric Carle books together, looking for patterns. Ms. Clark seemed
confident and authoritative in her interactions with the children. The atmosphere in the classroom
was tranquil and the children seemed to be actively engaged in the lesson. There was some
movement—shifting in seats, looking around—but no more than usual. Overall, the children
seemed to be following both the class rules and the requirements of the substitute teacher, who
reminded them not to interrupt or call out and, on two occasions, asked Roman not to pull at
loose strands on the edge of the carpet. (This was typical behavior for Roman at the meeting
space; he often needed to be moved from this particular spot where the edge of the carpet was
frayed). Ms. Clark did not resort to behavior management techniques; she simply reminded the
children of the rules and asked for their cooperation in a calm and authoritative manner. Her
demeanor implied her expectation that the children could, and would, follow class rules and cooperate with her and with one another, so that everyone could learn. She seemed to have an
expectation of self-discipline and collaboration—a positive expectation—that was met by the
children.
My entrance into the room during the lesson caused a ripple of disturbance, as children
looked up and glanced over to where I was sitting across the room, but the substitute did not
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mention this or give undue attention to my entrance, other than to smile and say hello when I
came in. The result was that the children quickly turned their attention back to the Eric Carle
books and the lesson in patterning.
When Ms. Garcia entered the room, the substitute told her “They are pattern experts! They
found patterns in the books and the songs.” Ms. Garcia said that is wonderful and asked if they
were well behaved. The substitute said, “Oh, yes.” The transition when Ms. Garcia took over the
lesson was smooth and seamless.
Ms. Garcia began by asking if someone would help her bring in the table and chairs from the
hallway where she had been doing individual assessments. Several children volunteered and Ms.
Garcia picked two girls—Alisa and Donna—to carry the chairs while she brought in the table.
Donna started to bring the chair over to the front of the room. Alisa corrected her, saying, “Donna…Donna…by the writing table.” Donna turned around and brought the chair over to the writing table, where Alisa has already placed the other chair.
Ms. Garcia continued the lesson at the meeting space, looking for patterns in the books they
were reading. The children remained engaged in the lesson, listening and responding, but less
quietly and with more energy. Ms. Garcia was more energetic and dynamic (and less quiet in her
manner) than Ms. Clark and the children picked up on the difference and responded accordingly.
The higher activity level was acceptable to Ms. Garcia; it would not have been acceptable to Ms.
Clark. In each instance, the children seemed to understand and meet the expectations of each
teacher.
Children are full participants in the classroom community
Elkind (1993) described young children as the emotional compatriots of adults; that is, even
though young children’s thought processes are often very different from those of adults, we
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should not minimize the importance of their day-to-day experiences and related emotions. At
both La Escuelita and The Village School, children were empowered to express their thoughts
and ideas and to develop their own viewpoints. They were treated with compassion and empathy
and viewed as full participants in the classroom community.
Children have the right to understand
La Escuelita was a small neighborhood school and most of the children at each grade level
knew one another. Thus, when a family moved away from the community and their children
would no longer be attending the school, it was likely to have an impact. This was the topic of
discussion one December morning in Ms. Ramirez’s class. One of the first grade students (not
from this class) had just moved to another neighborhood and would no longer be attending La
Escuelita. Ms. Ramirez took the time to explain the situation to the students and allow them to
respond, to ask questions and to discuss their feelings:
Ms. Ramirez: So he’s not in the school, you’re not going to see him in the hallway anymore,
but he’s in another school now. Hopefully…maybe one day we can see him in the park or something.
The children began to animatedly discuss this information with one another, which Ms.
Ramirez allowed as she continued to answer their questions and clarify.
Child 1: I never saw him in the park.
Child 2: But he’s in a different country
Ms. Ramirez: No, he’s not in a different country. He’s still here.
Child 3: Is he in the school on the next block, maybe?
Child 4: Maybe he’s in a new school.
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Ms. Ramirez: I have no idea where, but I know…I think his parents moved and it was a little
bit too much coming from wherever they moved over here, it was too far, so they did move him
from school. So, we wish him well and he’s going to continue learning a lot.
The children continued to discuss the situation among themselves for several minutes, coming to terms with the news, and creating their own understanding. Ms. Ramirez continued to listen, answer questions and scaffold their understanding until they were ready to move on.
Responsibility
Children in the classrooms in which I spent time at The Village School and La Escuelita had
authentic responsibilities within the classroom community, and they took these responsibilities
seriously. They rarely had to be reminded to perform their class jobs, particularly those whose
jobs involved a high degree of autonomy and/or skill. For example, at The Village School, the
Teacher’s Assistant and Line Leaders performed their duties so seamlessly, so quietly and efficiently, that I was often taken by surprise when the class transitioned to the next lesson and children began to line up in pairs without adult supervision or intervention. In Ms. Marquez’s class
at La Escuelita, the computer monitors also performed their job, which involved the care and
maintenance of expensive computer equipment, without the need for adult supervision or intervention. The expectations of these teachers were that the children were competent and capable of
performing the assigned tasks independently, and those expectations were met, for the most part,
with regard to class jobs, and cleanup. I was also impressed with the respect that children in these classrooms showed for the space and materials that they shared. The following examples illustrate how teachers at La Escuelita and The Village School encouraged and supported children’s
sense of responsibility within the classroom community.
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Class jobs
At both The Village School and La Escuelita, children were assigned various class jobs.
These jobs varied widely in scope and responsibility: there were line leaders and table monitors,
children who watered all the plants in the classroom and children who called students to line up
and assigned partners, children who collected books at the end of a lesson and children who collected the laptop computers and maintained the computer cart. Children generally took their jobs
seriously in every classroom where I spent time. Although children were assigned various jobs
in Robyn’s classroom, very often children who were not busy or had completed their own tasks
would pitch in and help, whether it was putting away supplies, cleaning the tables or sweeping
the floors. Sometimes Robyn would have to gently remind the children to allow those who were
assigned a particular job to do their work. In Ms. Marquez’s classroom, children who had finished cleaning their own desks would help their classmates to clean. Community responsibility,
embodied by the children’s maintenance of the supplies and materials of the classroom, was
widespread in all of these classrooms.
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In some instances a particular job fell outside the assigned responsibilities or a cleanup was
too extensive for just a few children to accomplish. In those situations, children were encouraged
to help out or to collaboratively undertake a particular task. For example, at the beginning of the
school year Robyn and the students worked together to clean and organize the extensive block
center to prepare for future “community” projects. Various groups were engaged in the tasks of
counting, labeling, cleaning and organizing the unit blocks. The children engaged in these tasks
with energy and enthusiasm.
Ariel knows her job
One morning in April, Robyn was out and Joan, who was a specials teacher at The Village
School, was the acting teacher. She began by asking the children to explain their routines, which
they did very well, providing information about morning meeting, classroom jobs, and how they
line up. After morning meeting, when it was time to line up, Joan called for the line leaders. Ariel, who was the Teacher’s Assistant, corrected her, explaining that it was her job to call the line
leaders and then call children to line up with partners. Joan apologized and asked Ariel to please
continue, which she did. The children lined up quietly and efficiently, as usual. Even though
Robyn was not there, the students respected Ariel’s authority as Teacher’s Assistant, as did the
substitute teacher.
If you don’t charge the computer, then it won’t work
There were a limited number of jobs in Ms. Ramirez’s first grade class, with varying levels
of responsibility, and these jobs rotated on a monthly basis. When choosing monitors for certain
jobs that required a high level of responsibility—such as the computer monitors—Ms. Ramirez
told me that, at the beginning of the year, she looked for children who had shown that they were
able to handle a higher level of independence and responsibility. As the year progressed, and the
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children become more comfortable with how to use the equipment, she I said that it was easier to
find children who could handle the job. In the time I had spent in this classroom, I had noticed
how responsible the children seemed to be in working with the laptop computers and asked how
they learn to handle them.
“Well, at the beginning of the year is actually when we start working with it, because that’s when the routine is set in place. And then, also, they see it themselves when
they get a laptop and it doesn’t turn on and (I say) ‘Oh, it’s dead because you forgot to
charge it’ and then you make that classroom announcement and make sure all the children know individually, as well, that if you don’t charge the computer then you can’t
use it because it has no battery. Every computer is labeled and has a number, and they
know that they have to go in a certain spot (on the laptop cart) so we can know what
computer is missing. So, for example if the #11 spot is empty, then we know #11 is
missing. They know they have to put each computer in its place, they know that they
have to make sure to collect them and to make sure that they are properly shut down.
Because they are aware that if you don’t properly shut them down, that they’re going to
get messed up. And they love the computers. So, if they don’t take care of them, then
they’re not going to have computers, they’re not going to have laptops. And, of course,
they don’t want that. So, they know they have to be responsible. They know that the
technology, the computers are expensive. They need to be responsible.
At the beginning of the year I did have one or two students banging on (the computers). Okay, you can’t use the laptops. Go read a book or you are going to do math
games, but you’re not going to do it on the computer. You’re going to do it a different
way. So they know that it’s a privilege. So they know that, okay, if I want to use (the
computer) that I have to treat it kindly, make sure it’s plugged in, make sure I shut it
down.”
The two computer monitors that I observed, Jon and Ellen, were extremely conscientious in
completing their task, which involved distributing and collecting all of the laptop computers,
shutting them down properly (which meant logging out of any Internet sites) and returning them
to the computer cart. The two students were very thorough, checking to be sure that all computers were collected at the end of an activity, carefully placing each computer on an individual
shelf and plugging it in to recharge. While the other students were completing the transition to
the next activity, Jon and Ellen would do a final survey of each table and then double-check that
each computer was properly plugged in before closing up the computer cart and returning to their
tables (Fig. 68).

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

362

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

363

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

364

Figure 73: Computer monitors in Ms. Ramirez’s class took their job very seriously.

Responsibility For Communal and Personal Property
Paul mops up a spill
On an afternoon in March, when I was observing in Robyn’s classroom at The Village
School, Kristen (Robyn’s student teacher) had just finished a lesson on the scientific principle of
buoyancy (that is, floating and sinking). Not surprisingly, there was a fair amount of water on the
tables and the floor that the students—with help from their teachers—were engaged in mopping
up. When the room seemed to be properly clean and dry, Robyn signaled for the children’s attention and transitioned to the next learning activity, which was independent reading. The children
finished wiping the tables, threw the paper towels into the trash and began to browse through the
book baskets, choosing new books to read, or if they were in the middle of a chapter book, retrieving their books from their backpacks. They then settled into a favorite spot to read. The
room was quiet and most of the children were immersed in their books. When a child finished a
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book, or decided to choose a different book, he or she would walk back to the book baskets to
browse once again.
That is what Paul, a first grader, was doing when he walked by one of the tables and noticed
that there was still water on the floor that had been missed during the general cleanup. He
stopped and looked at it, then changed direction, walked to the sink, took a piece of paper towel,
wiped up the puddle of water on the floor, threw the paper towel in the trash and continued on
his way to find a new book to read.
While this action may seem unremarkable, I would like to deconstruct it to better illustrate
why it is, in fact, an indication of Paul’s sense of responsibility for his classroom environment.
To understand the significance of Paul’s actions, it is important to recognize that six-year-old
Paul had other choices as to how to act in this situation. He could have simply ignored the puddle
of water. He hadn’t spilled it, he had done his part during the general cleanup, and he was, at the
time, engaged in another important activity—finding a book for independent reading. Or, he
could have brought it to the attention of either Robyn or Kristen, essentially delegating the
responsibility to the adults in the classroom. Finally, he could have cleaned the spill and then told
Robyn or Kristen, seeking positive reinforcement for his actions. What he did instead was quietly
take responsibility, handle the cleanup himself, and then continue on his way without seeking
external praise or reward. Observing the event, I would say that Paul took ownership of his social
responsibility. His actions were the very definition of community responsibility: respecting and
caring for the communal property in the classroom.
This was not an isolated incident, nor was Paul the only child who took responsibility for the
physical space and supplies in the classroom. One morning when the children were just arriving
at the beginning of the school day and were putting their coats and backpacks into the cubbies
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(and helping one another to fit everything into the seats) a project fell down from the closet door
where it had been hung. Robyn was busy elsewhere and didn’t notice. Priscilla, a first grade
student picked up the project and looked to see from where it had fallen, assessing the situation.
Only when she saw that it was too high for her to reach did she bring the project to Robyn to
reattach. On another occasion there was a spill at one of the tables after lunch. Ariel went to the
sink to get paper towel to clean it up. Hakima and Priscilla both came by while she was wiping
up the spill and joined in. None of the three children were responsible for the spill, nor was it
their job that week to clean tables. Again, I would say that these were acts of social responsibility
from students who had internalized the continually reinforced message from Robyn that this
classroom was a community and that they were all responsible to taking care of the physical
property, as well as caring for one another.
Putting away the blocks
During center time in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class one Friday afternoon, children
were engaged in various activities throughout the classroom. This was purely child-directed activity; teachers watched without intervening or facilitating. In the block center, children had built
elaborate creations that utilized most of the large wooden unit blocks and took up a good deal of
room. When it was time to transition to the next activity, children in each center handled the
cleanup with little help from the teachers. Several children who had finished cleaning up at their
centers joined the children in the block center to help put away all of the blocks. The block
center cleanup was the most extensive, and the children—rather than simply waiting now that
their own task was completed—pitched in to help their classmates, without being asked by
teachers or fellow students (Fig. 69).
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I often observed this sense of community and ownership in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s
classroom. Children helped one another and their teachers without being asked and without
drawing attention to their actions. On another occasion, I observed the children rearranging the
tables into their usual formation following a Reading Reform lesson. Children at each table
moved chairs out of the way while the two monitors assigned to the table carefully moved the
tables together. There was a real sense of competence and collaboration as the children reorganized the tables themselves, facilitated by the teachers but with no direct intervention.

Figure 74: Children pitch in to help their classmates put away the blocks.

Another time, after a movement lesson, the children and teachers were working together to
put tables, chairs and rugs back in their usual spots. As they were putting the room in order and
taking their seats, Jose at the Yellow Table found that he didn’t have a chair. He called out to
Ms. Amaro, but she didn’t hear him because she was busy with the rearranging and there was a
lot of noise in the room as furniture was being moved. Emily looked over, saw that Jose didn’t
have a chair and took the initiative to bring a chair over to the Yellow Table.
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With each of these incidents, and many others that I observed during the time that I spent at
La Escuelita, it seemed to me that the children felt a sense of ownership; this was their classroom
and they took responsibility for the shared space and supplies. This message was reinforced daily
by their teachers and principal who always referred to the school as a community and communicated high expectations of the children’s civic competence social responsibility.
I’ll bring it to her
It was the end of a school day in early October and the children in Ms. Garcia’s kindergarten
class were getting ready to go home. The room was noisy and buzzing with activity as children
gathered their belongings, put homework folders in their backpacks, and straightened their tables. They were late for dismissal and it was noisy and somewhat chaotic. Some children were
already lining up in the hallway while others were organizing their folders. As she passed by the
closet, Ms. Garcia noticed a sweater that no one had claimed. All were red sweaters, which was
the school uniform, so it was impossible to know whose sweater it was just by looking at it. She
held it up and asked the class at large, “Whose sweater is this?” No one answered. When I
looked inside, I found a name written on the label and said, “This says Melinda.” Melinda was
new to this classroom, having only joined the class the day before, and was not yet familiar with
the end-of-day routine. It was also my first week in Ms. Garcia’s classroom and I didn’t yet
know who many of the children were. As I began to look around, Sarah stepped up to me and
said, “I know who that is; I can give it to her.” I thanked her and give her the sweater, which she
brought to Melinda, who was already lined up in the hallway.
Looking around the classroom, I noticed that two children had left their backpacks on the
tables. I brought one over to the door, as most of the children were by this point lined up in the
hallway. Ilana saw the backpack I was holding and said, “Oh, that’s mine.” I mentioned that
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there was another backpack on the table inside the classroom. The children were beginning to
move down the hallway, but as Ilana and her friends looked into the room, one of the girls recognized the backpack. “That’s Olive’s.” She called to Olive, who didn’t hear her, so she ran into
the room to get the backpack. “I’ll bring it to her.” She found Olive on the moving line and gave
her the backpack.
Ms. Garcia continually emphasized that the class was like “one big family,” and that they
were, therefore, all responsible for one another. These two incidents seem to illustrate that many
of the children in the class had internalized a sense of community and social responsibility. In
each case, one of the children in the class stepped in to bring the forgotten item to its owner. Ms.
Garcia generally did not intervene to make sure that children remembered their belongings. She
scaffolded and guided them toward greater independence and responsibility, for themselves and
for each other. She had high expectations of the students’ ability to act independently—to take
responsibility for their belongings, remember their jobs and to help one another to do so. She had
transferred responsibility to the children, given them ownership.
The morning routine was an excellent example. There was always a buzz of purposeful activity. Closet Monitors supervised as children put their book bags into bins that were then stored
in the closets. Table Monitors collected homework folders and made sure that everyone signed
the attendance sheet, which took some time as many of the children were learning to write their
names. The monitors took their responsibilities seriously and insisted that children follow the
rules. Ms. Garcia would oversee the activity, but rarely intervened. For example, children were
not supposed to store their sweaters in the book bins. When Alanna put her sweater into a bin,
Anna, who was a monitor that week, called her back, “Alanna, Alanna…this doesn’t go in here.”
When Alanna argued that she did not want to take the sweater out of the bin, Olive, who was
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also a monitor, stepped in to say forcefully, “No, Alanna. It doesn’t go in there.” Alanna still
insisted that she wanted to leave her sweater in the bin. At this point, Ms. Garcia stepped in to
facilitate. She asked Alanna to think about it. Wouldn’t she need her sweater when they went
outside to the playground or if there was a fire drill? Alanna agreed and took her sweater back to
her table. Anna and Olive and Alana completed their morning task, placing the bins in the closet. Overall, the morning routine was completed within five minutes.
During cleanup following a Word Study lesson one afternoon, the children were working
collaboratively to put away all of the materials, not just those they had been using at their own
tables, but helping at other tables as well. Ms. Garcia walked around the room, occasionally
lending a hand, and offering encouragement (“I love the way you are working.” “Thank you.
You did a great job.”) Even after the majority of the materials had been put away and most of the
children were at their tables, two children were carefully assembling all of the pieces to one of
the card games, making sure that no pieces were missing and all pieces were in place. When they
finished, they carefully closed the box and placed it in its proper place on the shelf. During this
time, Alisa walked over to the sink to get a drink of water from the fountain. She noticed that
there was water on the counter by the sink and on the floor. She took a piece of paper towel to
dry the spilled water. After taking a drink, she took another piece of paper towel to dry the sink
once more before going back to her seat.
Acting responsibly: Stories from the writing table
One afternoon during Writer’s Workshop in Ms. Garcia’s class, Donna walked over to the
writing table to get more paper. The open shelves of the writing table held bins filled with different types of lined and unlined paper. Donna pulled out one of the paper bins and carefully removed one new sheet. She then carefully placed the bin back on the shelf. Perhaps remembering
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the book bin that she accidentally knocked over that morning, after she pushed the bin back into
place on the open shelf she very deliberately walked around to the other side to be sure that she
didn’t push it too far back.
During the lesson, children continued to access the paper at the writing table, as needed, taking out the bins and replacing them on the open shelves. When Anna walked over to get paper,
Ms. Garcia (who was working with children at the Blue Table) asked if she would please bring
her paper, too, which she did. Toward the end of Writer’s Workshop, Melinda came over to talk
to me where I was sitting at the writing table. In doing so, she noticed that one of the paper bins
had not been pushed fully back into place on the shelf (Fig. 70). She started to bring it to my
attention, then changed her mind and simply pushed the bin back into place.

Figure 75: The paper bins at the writing table.

The pink pencil case
After a mini-lesson about how to find and organize information in a non-fiction book, Ms.
Marquez’s class returned to their tables for independent reading. The room was very quiet, as
children focused on the task. As Tessa read, turning a page in her book, she accidentally, and
without noticing, knocked a pink pencil case out of her desk. She did not notice and just kept
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reading. Angie, who sat next to Tessa, noticed the pencil case on the floor, leaned down in her
seat, picked it up and placed it carefully back in Tessa’s desk. She then went back to her book.
Tessa, still engrossed in reading, never noticed.
Organizing their desks
Ms. Marquez was a very neat and organized person and she encouraged her students to keep
their supplies organized so that they would be able to find particular items when they needed to
use them. In addition to math folders, writing folders, homework folders, textbooks and books
for independent reading, most children also kept various personal items in their desks. Every two
weeks the class would take ten minutes to organize their desks. “They have so many folders in
their desks, and they are sometimes rushing from one lesson to another and don’t put things in
the folders, so they need to take time to organize every few weeks.” As might be expected, some
children’s desks were easier to organize, while others had far more to accomplish, weeding out
unnecessary papers and finding the correct folders for math and written work they needed to
keep. As they cleaned out their desks, I noticed many children helping others to organize their
supplies. Ms. Marquez actively encouraged them to help one another: “If you’re finished with
yours, you can go around and help with someone else if you see they need a lot of work.”
Angela, who had finished, helped Sarah to organize her desk and when Damien asked, “Can
someone help me?” both girls went over to help Damien. Boys and girls helped each other and
several children who had finished organizing their desks brought out brooms to sweep scraps and
papers from under the desks.
Transparency: Power, Authority and Hierarchy
The U.S. educational system has a strongly hierarchical organization with a “top down”
structure. The federal government, state governments and local governments all have oversight
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and, to some extent, determine what happens within the classroom: core curriculum standards,
high-stakes standardized tests, funding for programs and textbooks. District or regional superintendents have authority over principals, principals have authority over teachers and teachers have
authority over students. Parents usually stand somewhat outside this hierarchy, with variable
power and authority over what happens within the school.
At both The Village School and La Escuelita, administrators and teachers attempted to
introduce an element of transparency into the hierarchy of power and authority. Working within
the significant limitations of the educational system, the administrations of these schools did
their best to provide teachers, parents and students with authentic choices and opportunities to
participate in decisions that affect them. Teachers in these classrooms were participants in the
community, subject to the rules and willing to acknowledge their mistakes and share some of the
decision-making. Rules and community responsibilities were explicated in developmentally
appropriate language. Children were empowered to participate in creating and implementing
classroom rules, and in deciding upon consequences when rules were broken.
Despite the constraints of an increasingly conservative sociopolitical environment governing
public education, in general these teachers and administrators did a remarkable job of creating a
democratic classroom culture within which the voices of parents and students would be valued.
There was authentic dialogue between students and teachers about rules, rights and responsibilities. At The Village School, Robyn also explored the concept of unfairness: unequal application
of the rules and inconsistent teacher expectations were discussed honestly and the children were
encouraged to question the existing power structures.
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Teachers Are Participants in the Classroom Community
Let’s try that again: Teachers make mistakes
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno used various groupings for math, reading and writing, based
upon assessments, in addition to a more random grouping for the morning meeting. One day during the first week of school Ms. Amaro called the children to the meeting space for Reading. She
was still unsure of the groupings for each lesson, and used the wrong list. She asked the children
to wait for a moment, while she Ms. Carreno conferred and made some changes in the list, laughing together at her mistake. The she said to the children, “Sorry boys and girls, I made a little
mistake. Go back to your seats. Let’s try that again. I’m sorry. Go back to your seats. Let’s try
one more time.”
Ms. Garcia was also comfortable acknowledging when she made a mistake in the classroom.
On one occasion, when she was calling children’s names to join groups for the next lesson, she
realized that she was using the wrong list. She simply said, “Oh wait, I made a mistake,” and the
children quickly responded, putting back their notebooks and returning to their seats to listen for
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new instructions. “She made a mistake,” said one girl to another, as she returned to her table.
The teacher-student exchange was easy and natural.
Teachers follow the rules, too
Ms. Garcia often reminded the children that they needed to listen to one another and pay
attention when someone else was talking. They needed to take turns in the discussion and respect
the speaker. On one occasion, when the children were sharing their stories, I was observing from
a spot just outside the meeting space. Ms. Garcia interrupted the story sharing, turning to speak
with me while Maria was waiting to share her story. Anna spoke up, telling Ms. Garcia not to
interrupt the speaker. Ms. Garcia smiled and agreed that she had been rude. She apologized to
Maria and told Anna that she was right, and then said that Maria should continue with her story
sharing.
Sometimes teachers need to do a better job of explaining
Robyn had just finished teaching a whole group lesson in mathematics (graphing) and the
children were working independently. The lesson involved several steps. Two days before, each
child had received a class list. They had copied the names of each child in the class and counted
the letters in each name. Now they were supposed to be adding up the number of names of each
length and graphing the results. As usual, children were working in various configurations
throughout the room. Most were working at the tables or in the meeting space, sitting on the
floor and leaning on the benches to write.
There was much confusion as the children attempted to complete the task. As Robyn and the
student teacher walked around the room, working with individual students and explaining what
they were supposed to be doing, there were numerous interruptions from other children asking
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for help. Several children went to the math center for new graph paper so that they could start
over.
Robyn assessed the situation and called everyone back to the meeting space. She said that
she had noticed that many children were having trouble with the task. “Sometimes teachers need
to do a better job of explaining. I need to go home and work on this and find a better way for you
to do it.” She told them that she would think about it that night and come in the next day with a
new and better strategy for teaching the lesson. She took full responsibility, making it clear that
the problem was in how she had presented the lesson, rather than an inability on their part to understand the task.
Correcting the teacher
Robyn was open and forthright with the children in discussing issues of power and hierarchy. She was confident in her authority as a teacher and, therefore, was comfortable admitting
when she had made a mistake. She apologized to the children as easily as she would apologize to
an adult. As a result, the children in Robyn’s classroom viewed their teachers as participants in
the class community, and therefore, subject to the rules. This sometimes caused problems with
substitute teachers or specialists who interpreted their sense of ownership (and of fairness) as a
lack of respect.
Several days earlier, Robyn had a conversation with the class about the noise level during
certain lessons. She had asked that children use softer voices when talking to one another during
independent work and she had said that she, too, would try to use a softer voice. On this particular morning, the classroom was buzzing with activity as children entered, put away their belongings and chatted with their friends. When Robyn raised her voice over the noise in the classroom
to call everyone to the meeting space for morning meeting, Bhreyion reminded her to use a softer
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voice. Robyn agreed, saying that she forgot and told Bhreyion, “You’re right. We both forgot to
use soft voices. You’ll have to remind me.” Robyn was not offended, nor did she interpret Bhreyion’s comment as disrespectful. He was simply reminding her of the new rule and, perhaps, testing her commitment to enforcing it. Satisfied with her response, Bhreyion nodded agreement.
He had not gotten a satisfactory response two days earlier when he asserted himself with
Virginia, a substitute art teacher, whose teaching style was stern and authoritarian. She seemed
more concerned with protecting the art supplies than sharing them, and she strictly controlled
children’s access and behavior throughout the art lesson, which took place at the meeting space
in the classroom on this day, rather than the art room.
Virginia showed up at the classroom a few minutes early while the children were engaged in
journal writing. When Robyn asked them to stop and put away their journals, Hassan objected,
“I didn’t have enough time.” Robyn replied, “I know, sometimes that happens. We’ll continue
later with our journals, after Joan’s Spanish lesson (here she glanced over at the daily schedule)
instead of reading, we’ll write in our journals.” She gave them some time to get used to the idea,
and then began to call tables to put away their journals. The children then gathered at the meeting
space.
Virginia had different rules: no talking, no moving their seats, no calling out. She did not
know the names of the children and did not ask or try to find out. Children complied, for the
most part, but it seemed to be only on the surface, as there were numerous problems throughout
the lesson. When Dylan asked a question as supplies were being passed out, Virginia redirecting
her attention and did not answer the question or otherwise engage the rest of the class in her response. First Justin and then Rayvon were sent out of the meeting space (“You’re out.”).
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Then she pointed to Saffronia and said, “Yes, this lady is done,” taking her paper from her (I
did not see what Saffronia had done to elicit Virginia’s action). Bhreyion spoke up, “Her name is
Saffronia.” There was no response from Virginia, so he repeated, louder this time, “Her name is
Saffronia.” Virginia continued to ignore him. Bhreyion did not try again, but he was clearly not
happy. In Robyn’s classroom, students were accustomed to being treated respectfully. It seemed
that Bhreyion was responding to Virginia’s manner in how she spoke to the students, not even
taking the time to learn their names or to listen to them. Later that day, several students spoke to
Robyn about what happened during the art lesson that morning, at which point she gathered the
class at the meeting space to address their concerns and engage in a conversation about unfairness, the unequal application of rules and inconsistent expectations of teachers.
Explicating the Rules
In many classrooms in which I have observed or worked, I have seen a prefabricated list of
classroom rules that was most likely discussed at the beginning of the school year, placed in a
convenient spot on the wall, and forgotten. In other classrooms, I have seen a handwritten list of
rules that seemed to be developed by teachers and students, placed on a convenient spot on the
wall, and rarely (if ever) referenced. The classroom teachers that I observed at both The Village
School and La Escuelita took time throughout the year to explicate the classroom rules that were
developed in collaboration with the students at the beginning of the school year. Teachers discussed the reasons for each rule and why it was important. When rules were broken, children
were encouraged to think about the consequences of their actions. This was not the case for all
teachers at either school, and in the section that follows I will discuss issues of power and authority. In this section, I will present examples of the positive interactions that I observed among
teachers and students.
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Cooperation: What happened to Ms. Amaro’s group?
One Friday afternoon, the final lesson of the day (and the week) was about the Value of the
Month (Honesty). The plan was to first engage in a discussion about honesty and then read the
folktale The Empty Pot. Ms. Amaro was working with her group at the large meeting space. She
began by reminding the children of the role play about lying/truth telling that she and the other
two teachers had acted out the previous day. They talked about what it means to lie and to tell the
truth, and about consequences for lying. The children focused mostly on external consequences,
such as receiving a reminder in school or a timeout at home, which was not surprising at this
stage of their development and understanding.
As Ms. Amaro attempted to read the story The Empty Pot, there was a lot of fidgeting and
off-task talking and interacting, so she stopped the lesson and tried to refocus the children using
a silent movement activity (tapping feet, knees, shoulders, etc.). After settling them, instead of
continuing to read the book, Ms. Amaro engaged the group in a conversation (in Spanish) about
cooperation. She explained that, because she had to keep stopping, she would not be able to finish the story before they had to get ready to go home. She explained that she would finish the
book next week, put a bookmark in the spot, and sent the children back to their tables for five
minutes until it was time to leave. They did not have time to begin the drawing activity, so instead they engaged in independent reading.
When the whole class had finished their end-of-the-day routines and everyone was sitting at
the tables, Ms. Amaro took a few minutes to talk to the whole class about how sad she was that
she couldn’t read the story and her group couldn’t do their activity:
Ms. Amaro: But guess what happened to Ms. Amaro’s group? Ms. Amaro’s group got a
little bit silly.
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Child 1: But why?
Ms. Amaro: I don’t know why they got silly. I know they were looking over there (pointing to Ms. Carreno’s meeting space), they were playing with their hair, they were playing with their shoes…I was reading such a great book that I love to read, but I couldn’t
read it. Does anybody know why?
Child 2: Why?
Ms. Amaro: Why couldn’t I read the book?
Child 3: Because they were being loud.
Ms. Amaro: They were being loud. What else? What else, Kiera?
Kiera: They were not quiet.
Ms. Amaro: They were not quiet. What else, Alicia?
Alicia: It’s because, because they were touching their hair.
Ms. Amaro: They were touching their hair. They were not listening. What do you have
to do?
Child 4: Be quiet.
Ms. Amaro (as children begin calling out): Ah…right now, are children listening? If you
want to speak you…
Children: Raise your hand.
Ms. Amaro: Raise your hand. I was very sad because I couldn’t read the book and we
could not do our activity. So, now what’s gonna happen? I’m gonna have to wait until
next week when we come back to school to do it. And that makes Ms. Amaro sad, because we wasted time. When we come to school, do we come to school to waste time or
to learn?
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Children: To learn
Ms. Amaro: Was Ms. Amaro able to teach you anything now?
Children (shaking their heads): No
Ms. Amaro: No. But Ms. Carreno’s group did their work. They were quiet. When a
grownup is talking, you stop, you look, and you…
Children: Listen.
Ms. Amaro: Listen. Next week we hope to have a better day. We had a good day, but
then at the end of the day, I don’t know…made me a little sad.
Different teachers have different rules
Reading Reform lessons with Ms. Green had a more formal and authoritarian structure than
the usual classroom environment at La Escuelita. One morning, before the consultant arrived for
the first time, Ms. Amaro took the time to explain that Ms. Green had different expectations and
that they needed to respect Ms. Green’s rules. “When you are with Ms. Amaro, Ms. Carreno, Ms.
Munoz and Ms. Kearny, you do what we ask you to do. When you are with Ms. Green, you need
to listen and to do what she asks, even if it’s something you already did with us. We are teachers
and Ms. Green is another teacher, so you need to listen when she is teaching you and you need
to do what she asks you to do.”
Ms. Amaro’s explanations were clear, simple and explicit as she reviewed the very specific
rules for how to sit during a Reading Reform lesson. She repeated and elaborated on instructions
to be sure the children understood. She used a “call and response” format to repeat instructions.
Ms. Amaro: Where do your feet belong, everybody?
Children (in unison): On the floor.
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Ms. Amaro: On the floor. Good job. Should your feet be swinging back and forth, like a
swing?
Children (in unison): Nooo.
Ms. Amaro: Should you be sitting like this with your legs open? Like this (demonstrating)?
Children (in unison): Nooo.
Ms. Amaro: No. Your feet are in front of you, both feet flat on the floor. If you can’t reach
the floor, it’s okay, but your feet have to be in front of you. Your hands, on top of your…
Children (in unison): Lap
Ms. Amaro (echoing): Lap. Excellent job….
When Ms. Green was teaching a Reading Reform lesson, she often reprimanded children
who did not have their feet “flat on the floor,” but in fact many of the children in this kindergarten class were too small for their feet to be in the required position. I observed that some of them
struggled to follow Ms. Apple’s instructions, so as not to be reprimanded—they stretched their
legs and, even so, only their toes touched the floor. This seemed to me to be a distraction to the
learning process, rather than a benefit.
Ms. Amaro explained that they wanted to be prepared when Ms. Green arrived. “That way,
when Ms. Green comes, she’s gonna see how ready you are to go on. So I just want everyone to
look at me. Hands on your lap. Not touching your hair, no elbows on the table like this (demonstrates). No. On…your…lap. Let’s see who can do it. Ms. Amaro looked around the room and
singled out individual children to praise. Some of those she chose to praise were children who
generally follow directions and others were children who did not always follow instructions—it
was a diverse mix of the children in the class. She praised individual children and then entire tables. Karla, excellent. Valeria, excellent. Jean, excellent. Ariel, excellent. Red Table, excellent
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job. Green Table, excellent job. Yellow Table, beautiful. That makes us (speaks for both herself
and Ms. Carreno) very happy to see that all of you are listening. As she continued to demonstrate what a Reading Reform lesson would be like, she concentrated on the children’s physical
form, which was a significant aspect of Ms. Green’s authoritarian approach, and continued to
individually address children, both to remind them and to praise them.
On another occasion, Ms. Amaro demonstrated how the children should use the lines on the
writing paper to guide themselves when forming letters, which was an important piece of the
Reading Reform strategy. As she taught the lesson, she reinforced the point that different teachers may have different ways of teaching a lesson. “When Ms. Green gets here, she may have a
different name for (the lines on the paper). That’s okay. We’ll use her words (when she is here).
This is how is I know them.” Ms. Amaro was very specific and explicit as she narrated her actions. She continued to reinforce that Ms. Green might explain the tasks using different words
and, if so, Ms. Amaro would use Ms. Green’s words when she was there.
We need to respect other teachers’ rules
One afternoon at The Village School, after the children had gone home, Robyn spoke with
me about how confusing it was for the students when different teachers who interacted with them
in the classroom (student teachers, substitutes or specials teachers) had different rules for behavior. The students in her class were used to her teaching style—what she considered an acceptable
level of noise or movement during various lessons, how she discussed and explicated the class
rules—and felt a sense of ownership in their classroom. They resisted when another teacher with
a more authoritarian style and a lower tolerance for noise and movement changed the rules and
expectations. Often, the teacher would then interpret their resistance as a challenge to her/his authority and children were disciplined for, essentially, standing up for their rights.
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Robyn explained that, as both an artist and a Montessori-trained educator, she believed in a
principle of creativity within structure. Children needed to learn the structure before they could
be creative. Democracy, she said, was not anarchy. It flowed from a foundational structure of
knowing the rules. You could be flexible (creative) once you knew the rules for getting along
with others. She also believed that rules must be applied fairly and equally.
On several occasions, after a negative experience with a substitute teacher or a specials
teacher (such as the art lesson with Julie), students would approach Robyn to express their
frustration and sense of injustice (Sean actually called one substitute’s discipline style “unjust”).
What was interesting in these instances (several of which I had the opportunity to observe) was
that the class as a whole would agree that the experience was unfair and the teacher was unjust,
rather than just those students who had been singled out for discipline.
Each time this happened, Robyn gathered the class at the meeting space and engaged the
children in dialogue, allowing them to express their concerns and frustrations, and validating
their right to question the hierarchical structure that created the inequities. She and the children
spoke about fairness, and Robyn agreed that it was unfair for rules to be applied unequally and
inconsistently. However, she also explained that there was another perspective that they needed
to consider. She felt that it was important for them to learn how to deal with different people in
this world. “We need to respect other teachers.” She said that different teachers used different
discipline methods, and even though she might not agree and it might not be fair, she tried to
cooperate with other teachers, and she wanted them to learn how to do so. She explained that
there would be many times in their lives when they would disagree with someone, and they
needed to learn how to see the other perspective.
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Alisa and Jimmy on the playground
Playtime in the outdoor playground at La Escuelita was the only time (and place) in the
school day when children were allowed to engage in child-initiated, child-directed free play.
Even when the weather was cold or the schedule was busy, the teachers would still make time to
bring the children to the playground. They did not direct or facilitate the play, nor did they join
in. Most of the time, teachers enjoyed watching the children run and chase one another and make
full use of the playground equipment. They did not intervene unless it appeared that the activity
was dangerous. Even unorthodox use of the playground equipment, such as walking up the spiral
slide, was allowed. Ms. Garcia once told me that she liked them to have this free playtime and
didn’t like to intervene unnecessarily.
One afternoon in October, the children in Ms. Garcia’s class were in the outdoor playground. A number of children were climbing on the climbing equipment in the playground, when
Ms. Garcia saw something and walked over. It seemed that Jimmy had pulled on Alisa when she
was climbing down the climbing equipment, and she had fallen. Alisa was crying and four of the
girls surrounded her, hugging her and rubbing her back and shoulders. One girl said, “No tears,”
as she hugged her. Ms. Garcia had seen the entire incident, but she did not say that. Instead, she
asked Jimmy to walk away for a moment and then asked the other children what had happened.
Then she asked Alisa to tell her what happened. After listening to Alisa’s story, Ms. Garcia
walked over to where Jimmy was sitting with some other children and asked him to tell her what
had happened. He explained to Ms. Garcia that he was playing and did not mean to hurt her. After speaking to everyone who was involved (several other children had also been

using the

climbing equipment and engaging in boisterous play) Ms. Garcia explained to Jimmy that she
understood that it was an accident and asked him to apologize to Alisa for hurting her, which he
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did, (he appeared to feel badly that he had hurt her) and to sit down for a few minutes of quiet
time. She did not impose any additional disciplinary measures. Then she reminded all of the
children that they needed to be careful when playing on the equipment.
This was a reasonable approach to resolving the problem and allowed each child to present
his or her perspective. Ms. Garcia listened to each child’s story and asked the children to listen
respectfully to each other’s perspectives. She did not give Jimmy or Alisa the opportunity to
decide the course of action, but she did actively scaffold the children in resolving the conflict.
Later that day, when I asked Ms. Garcia about the incident, she told me that, from what she had
seen and what the children said, Jimmy “didn’t mean to hurt” Alisa and she felt an apology was
sufficient.
During Writer’s Workshop that afternoon, Jimmy drew a picture of children playing on the
playground equipment and narrated a story about what had happened earlier in the day. He did
this on his own initiative; it seemed that he was working out for himself the consequences of his
actions (unintentionally hurting a friend). Ms. Garcia often spoke with the children about how to
work together to resolve problems, rather than asking her or another teacher to intervene. She
explained that they needed to talk to one another, rather than ask her to resolve the problem, and
to take responsibility for their actions and how they affected other people.
Actively exploring the rules
During the time that I spent in Ms. Garcia’s classroom, I noticed that the children were often
talking about rules, negotiating rules, testing rules, and checking in with teachers to report on
other students when they behaved in ways that either skirted the border or violated the rules.
They seemed to be very actively exploring the limits and trying to find their way into the world
of social rules and responsibilities.
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I observed children enforce rules with each other. For example, one afternoon when the
children were working at their collaborative tables, Roman was playing with the pencils in the
supply bin. Ilana, who sat next to him, took the pencils from his hand and seemed to be telling
him that he shouldn’t be playing with them. Then she and two other children at the table moved
the supply bin out of his reach and placed the book bin in front of it.
Other children questioned and negotiated the rules. Kal, for instance, seemed to be always
observing and asking about the rules of behavior, trying to explicate for himself the rules of the
situation. He carefully observed the children who didn’t conform or follow the rules. His interest
in watching how adults responded to his classmates seemed to revolve around the rules of a given situation—what is the rule, what is expected, how am I supposed to behave. Kal seemed to be
absorbing the concept of rules by watching and asking questions, by bringing a situation to the
attention of the adults in the room (which included me) to see what the response would be. What
would the teacher say/do?
He tentatively tested the limits—what could he do without being reprimanded—and brought
infractions to the teacher’s attention, curious as to what the response will be. He was thinking
about rules and behavior: What is allowed? What is tolerated? What is disciplined? Kal was a
high level reader/writer. He was able to write complete sentences and managed to finish his work
and do it well, even when he was paying attention to other students’ behavior. Jimmy and
Roman, who also finished their work quickly and showed high levels of academic achievement,
also seemed to be often testing the rules for behavior.
One afternoon, Kal came over to tell me that Roman was not doing his work and Ms. Garcia
made him sit at the writing center (by himself). I asked Kal why Ms. Garcia did that. He began to
say something, then shrugged and said, “I don’t know.” He remained very interested in watching
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Roman and monitoring his progress at the writing center. When I spoke with Ms. Garcia, she explained to me that she had moved Roman to the writing center to work because he was having
difficulty working with all the chatting and distractions at the Yellow Table, not because he was
being disruptive, but so that he could better concentrate on his work. That was what Ms. Garcia
had said to Roman when she asked him to move to the writing center to work. On other occasions, I saw Roman move over to work at the writing center on his own initiative, when the chatting at his collaborative table was distracting. Ms. Garcia did not use “good” or quiet behavior as
a motivator, rewarding those individuals and tables by calling on them first to line up or come to
the meeting space or answer questions. Similarly, she did not send children out of the meeting
space or separate them when they were chatting or fidgeting, nor did she ask children to move
from their collaborative tables to work separately as a disciplinary measure.
The group dynamic in Ms. Garcia’s class was very energetic. Students interacted often, both
positively and negatively. Students were very verbal—they talked about what was and was not
acceptable. They also seemed to monitor one another—to be always checking the rules and who
was and was not following them. Sometimes these were classroom rules that had actually been
discussed, other times it seemed that the children were exploring, trying to navigate what would
and would not be allowed in school. It was a very interesting dynamic, and very different from
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s class. I wondered whether this was because in Ms. Garcia’s
class—which was a higher-achieving group of students in an enrichment program—the rules
were less explicitly stated and there was more freedom to explore the boundaries and discover
what was acceptable and what was not.
I wondered how much of this was related to the achievement level of the students and how
much was related to the temperament of the teacher. Certainly, the students in Ms. Garcia’s class
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had greater fluency and higher achievement scores. But Ms. Garcia was also more energetic and
less rule-bound than Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno. She allowed (and was comfortable with) more
student interaction—more chatting, more activity during lessons and more freedom of movement
in general. Even during “quiet time” after lunch, children in Ms. Garcia’s class quietly interacted,
conversed, and touched one another (hands, shoulders) without teacher intervention.
This group of children seemed to have a high activity level, and Ms. Garcia encouraged their
energy and enthusiasm, even during whole group lessons at the meeting space. For example, during one such lesson when Ms. Garcia was showing a movie about Arctic animals, the children
were engaged and chatting about what they saw on the screen, repeating the names of animals,
making predictions about what was going to happen, and sharing information. This was not
teacher-directed, but rather child-initiated interactive learning. Ms. Garcia did not lead the discussion, nor did she intervene or ask for quiet. The children were engaged and on task, talking
about the informational move they were watching. Ms. Garcia said that it was appropriate and
would help them learn. She accepted age-appropriate behavior that might not be tolerated in other kindergarten classrooms. At the same time, she expected and encouraged a greater degree of
personal responsibility and self-discipline.
Payback: Abusing power
It was mid-April, and this week it was Bhreyion’s turn to be the Teacher’s Assistant. This
was a job with power and responsibility. There was no set lineup in Robyn’s class and it was up
to the Teacher’s Assistant to call the children, one by one, to line up. Sometimes children who
wanted to be together on line would talk to the Teacher’s Assistant ahead of time and ask to be
called together. Sometimes, without being asked, a child who was the Teacher’s Assistant would
call children who he or she knew to be friends to line up together. On this particular day, howev-

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

390

er, Bhreyion, a first grade student, whispered something about “payback” as he was calling children to line up at lunchtime, looking at two of the other children in the class. Robyn overheard
the remark and called Bhreyion aside. Her demeanor was very serious as she asked him to explain what he meant. He told her that he was planning to make those children wait until last to
line up, as retaliation for a perceived slight from earlier in the day. She listened and then said
that he was abusing his power. “This position requires respect for others,” she added, “Maybe
you are not up for it.” By both her tone and demeanor, Robyn made it clear that she was disappointed to see Bhreyion attempting to use his position as Teacher’s Assistant for payback or to
dole out favors to friends. She told him that he needed to be fair and asked whether he could do
that. Bhreyion nodded, after which Robyn allowed him to continue calling children to line up.
During the months that I spent in Robyn’s classroom, I often observed her use such “teachable moments” to explore complex issues of power and authority, whether discussing Bhreyion’s
abuse of his position as Teacher’s Assistant or the injustices of a substitute teacher’s harsh discipline. She did not hesitate to address difficult issues with the students and she listened and
acknowledged their perspectives.
Children (and Parents) Subvert the Rules
The EPAL Test
On Friday, May 20 the second grade students at The Village School were scheduled to take
their first standardized reading comprehension test. The EPAL was a practice test, aimed at preparing the students for the high-stakes third grade ELA test the following year. At the time of the
study, the NYS third-grade reading comprehension test played a significant role in determining
whether a student would be promoted; it was also used to grade both teachers and schools and to
determine school funding for the following year. This would be the first time that Robyn was
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administering a standardized reading comprehension test, and the first time the students were exposed to such a test.
At 9:00 am, the first grade students from Robyn’s class were sent across the hall into the
other first/second grade class, while the second grade students from that class joined Robyn’s
class. Leslie, the reading teacher was in the room, as well, to help Robyn explain the rules for
taking a standardized test. The first part of the test was a listening component. Robyn began by
acknowledging that it had been a difficult week for the students, with many disruptions to their
schedule. She encouraged them to “think of it (the test) as an adventure, you’re trying something
new” and that they would talk about it afterwards, “how you felt, what was easy, what was
hard.”
For this test, Leslie explained that the students would be sitting separately, and that there
would be no helping, no collaboration. Robyn assigned seats, leaving spaces between the children and mixing the students from both classes. She asked for quiet, “pencils down, eyes on me,
just listen” explained that she wanted them to “relax and focus…calm bodies, calm minds.” She
and Leslie gave the instructions and then asked if the students had questions. Drew asked whether he would have to remember the story and answer questions another day, because he “has trouble remembering.” Robyn reassured him that, no, he would be answering the questions right after
listening to the story. Olivia asked about spelling. Leslie responded that they should use the
strategies they had been taught, but that this test was not about spelling. Drew followed up by
asking whether they could “ask the person sitting across from them” for help. Leslie said, “No,
you need to do this alone, but that was a good question because I said to use strategies that
Robyn and Jessica have taught you and that is one of the strategies. But for today, that is one
strategy you cannot use.”
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Robyn read a story by Nita Lowry about Earth Day. The children were listening, mostly quiet. There were a few comments, to which Robyn responded that this was not like regular reading
time, you need to focus your minds and listen quietly, not comment. After Robyn read two questions, Drew asked, “Can we open (test) books now?” Robyn answered, “I don’t know. I’m learning, too. Let me read the instructions and see what they say.” Robyn read the story again and
then the instructions, which were fairly complex and (I thought) confusing.
Finally, the children opened their test booklets to write. Drew noticed that the girl across
from him (a student from Jessica’s class) was not writing and seemed to be having trouble. He
quietly pointed to the first question and repeated it aloud to her, emphasizing the key words in
the question that would help her to answer it correctly. She thinks and then writes her response.
The first part of the test took about 40 minutes for everyone to finish. When they were done
and had handed in the test booklets, Robyn gathered them together to talk about their experience.
The first graders returned to the classroom and began asking questions (“Was it scary?” “No, we
got to read”). Robyn explained that on Monday they would take the second part of the test,
which would be reading a story by themselves and answering some questions.
On Monday, May 23, at 9:00 am the second graders from Jessica’s class once again joined
Robyn’s second graders to take the second part of the EPAL exam. They were instructed to take
the same seats as on Friday and were given instructions about how to take this part of the exam.
This time, they would read the story to themselves and answer questions. They would be able to
go back to reference the story rather than trying to remember. Drew asked if they could help if
someone was having a problem reading a word. Robyn replied, “No, they need to try to figure it
out by themselves.”
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It was very quiet in the room as the children began reading. Some were working at the tables, while others were working at the benches in the meeting space. This didn’t seem to bother
them, even though they were sitting on the benches, leaning over to write in the test booklets.
Olivia and Willa were working at one of the benches, facing one another. Olivia wrote quickly
and fluently, finishing in less than ten minutes. Willa, who was sitting across from her finished
writing a few minutes later and was about to hand in her paper. Olivia looked at Willa and quietly shook her head, “No.” Willa turned to the front of the booklet. Again, Olivia shook her head
“No” and pantomimed turning a page. Willa turned the page and saw a final question that she
had forgotten to answer on the last page of the booklet. Her eyes widened and she proceeded to
answer the question (correctly). I had been walking around the room and just happened to be in a
position to observe this entire interaction. I wondered how Olivia, who was sitting across from
Willa and looking at her paper upside down, noticed that Willa had forgotten to answer the final
question.
In both cases, Drew and Olivia knew that they were not following the test instructions. They
had been told specifically that, for this test, each child had to work alone. They were very quiet
and surreptitious in their interventions, waiting until Robyn and Leslie were in another part of the
room and would be unlikely to notice. Had I not been standing just there in both instances and
observing, there actions might have gone completely unnoticed. (In fact, just after I witnessed
this collaboration between Olivia and Willa, I was walking by one of the tables in time to observe Sean attempt to intervene to help a boy from Jessica’s class who was having difficulty with
one of the questions, only to have Robyn say, “Sean, he has to do it himself.”)
Why did Drew and Olivia intervene to help? In this first instance, Drew noticed that the girl
sitting across from him seemed to be having trouble with the question. He did not give her the
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correct answer. Instead, he repeated the question aloud, emphasizing key words that would help
guide her to the correct response. Olivia did not provide Willa with the answer to a question, but
simply reminded her to check her work and make sure that she had answered all the questions
before handing in her test. Willa clearly knew the answer to the questions, but would have gotten
it wrong on an actual test by inadvertently leaving it out—by not turning to the final page. Willa’s unfamiliarity with the test format (not reading the small icon in the bottom right-hand corner
of the page indicating ‘Go On To The Next Page”) would have resulted in a lower test score—
which might have had significant consequences on a high-stakes standardized test.
Neither Drew nor Olivia “cheated” by giving the other child the answer. They simply
stepped in to lend a helping hand. Both were spontaneous examples of community, of children
helping children without any teacher direction, and were indicative of the collaborative approach
to learning in Robyn’s classroom.
Even more interesting, both Drew and Olivia were deliberately subverting rules with which
they did not agree. They each made a choice to help another student, despite the test instructions.
Why? I would suggest that for both Drew and Olivia—and for Sean, as well—the obligation to
help others, to take responsibility for one another, to collaborate and share, was strongly ingrained in the culture of their classroom. Thus, they chose to honor this sense of citizenship, of
community and collaboration, which they had been learning throughout the year, rather than adhere to an imposed rule that did not make sense to them and that went against everything they
had been taught up until this point.
Refusing the pledge of allegiance
One morning while the children in Ms. Garcia’s class were reciting the pledge of allegiance,
I noticed that Anna deliberately walked over to the Yellow Table by the meeting space, pulled
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out a chair and sat throughout the recitation. When I asked her if she should be standing, she
shook her head and said, “No, I’m supposed to be here.” After the recitation of the pledge of allegiance was completed, Anna returned to her seat on the carpet. Ms. Garcia did not comment,
nor did any of the children find it unusual. On another occasion a few days later, I observed that
once again Anna did not stand or recite the pledge of allegiance. When Alana quietly motioned
to her to stand, Anna shook her head and said, “I don’t have to.” I observed that Ms. Garcia did
insist that other children (e.g., Donna, Sarah, Alana) stand and “show respect,” but did not ask
Anna to stand. It was apparent that Anna had permission from her parents to refrain from saying
the pledge of allegiance, and that the students and teachers in the classroom accepted the decision. Other than Alana (who was asked to stand and then turned around to motion to Anna to do
the same) none of the children made any comment on Anna’s non-participation in this otherwise
required ritual. I did not have an opportunity to ask Ms. Garcia why, though there may have been
any number of reasons why Anna’s parents did not want her to recite the pledge, perhaps as a
protest of government policy or perhaps as a statement of separation or church and state. Whatever the reason, it was a sign of support for freedom of speech and freedom of thought that this
choice was easily accepted, without comment or fanfare, in the classroom (and the school) by
administrators, teachers and students. Although it is, indeed, a right of citizens to not participate
in reciting the pledge of allegiance, that right is not always accepted as easily and effortlessly as
it was in Ms. Garcia’s classroom at La Escuelita.
The Limits of Democratic Practices in Early Childhood Classrooms
In analyzing the data collected over many months of observation, I found that, in general,
the administrators and classroom teachers of The Village School and La Escuelita succeeded in
creating a democratic classroom culture while working within the sociopolitical constraints of
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the U.S. public school system. However, there were limits to what they were able to accomplish
and there were instances of non-democratic practice in every classroom in which I observed. The
early childhood curriculum has changed significantly since the early 1990’s, as the focus of
educational policy has shifted increasingly toward narrow measures of student achievement.
Teachers and administrators at both The Village School and La Escuelita spoke about the loss of
playtime and child-centered curriculum in early childhood classrooms, as they try to prepare
their young students to succeed on high-stakes achievement tests that measure basic skills in
reading and mathematics. They also spoke about how powerless they feel to effect positive
change in the curriculum, which many early childhood teachers argue is not developmentally appropriate, but is mandated by state and federal core curriculum standards.
Not all of the teachers that I observed at The Village School and La Escuelita were confident
enough to share authority with their students. While the classroom teachers I observed, as well as
many of the specials teachers, student teachers and substitute teachers, generally supported the
children’s independence, decision-making and sense of personal responsibility, there were other
teachers who resorted to various behavior management strategies designed to maintain control,
rather than to teach self-discipline. The following stories highlight instances of non-democratic
practice that I observed in the classrooms of The Village School and La Escuelita. Many of these
events involved adults other than the classroom teacher who were, nevertheless, in a position of
authority in the classroom and, therefore, had an impact on the children’s experience of the classroom as a community. These adults included substitute teachers and outside consultants, student
teachers and student observers, and certain specials teachers.
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Issues of Power and Authority: When Teachers Assert Control
At both The Village School and La Escuelita, issues of power and authority were negotiated
with varying degrees of success as the classroom teachers balanced their ideals of participatory
democratic classroom practice with the constraints of curriculum, standardized assessments and
inconsistent expectations among auxiliary staff, including substitute teachers, specials teachers,
and student teachers and observers. The examples presented here also explore the concept of
unfairness on two levels: (1) children’s reactions to experiences with various student teachers,
student observers, substitute teachers and specialists; and (2) classroom teachers’ responses to
these situations.
Stop whining
During Spring 2005, a kiln was being built in the art studio at The Village School, and
while the work was in progress, the weekly art classes were pushed into the classrooms. On this
afternoon, the children in Robyn’s class were gathered at the meeting space for the art lesson.
Even though the benches and tables had been moved to accommodate everyone, it was not an
ideal space for an art lesson, as this area of the room was very small and the children were
crowded together. Julie, the art teacher, began by handing out ebony pencils and telling the students not to let them fall. Jeremy immediately let his pencil roll off the bench (a test?) and Julie
responded with a reprimand.
The assignment was to “draw what you see.” Julie explained that the purpose of the lesson
was to sharpen their observation skills. She used two block structures that Rayvon and Valentine
had built inside the meeting space, adding more blocks to the structures and saying, “It’s getting
complicated now.” Most of the children began to draw, with varying levels of discernment and
detail. Issabella told Julie, “I can’t do it.” Julie replied, “You can.” When Issabella once again
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asserted “I can’t,” Julie said “Just try,” without offering any suggestions or scaffolding in any
way.
After ten minutes of drawing, Rayon said, “I’m done.” Without looking at his drawing, Julie
responded “You’re not done,” and when he once again insisted that he was finished she said,
“Stop whining.” The battle of wills continued, with Rayvon persisting in saying that he was
done, until Julie said, “Okay, I’m done” and wrote Rayvon’s name on the board. Rayvon left the
meeting area and walked into the block area, where he sat down with his arms crossed and a look
of frustration. Robyn, who had been watching but had not intervened, now stepped in. She quietly explained to Rayvon that he needed to listen to Julie when she was teaching the class, and
encouraged him to keep drawing. He went back to the meeting space and struggled with it, but
eventually went back to drawing.
Robyn quietly intervened several more times, as Julie continued to engage in verbal battles
with various students and add their names to the growing list on the board. Many of the problems
seemed to be related to the use of the space. This was not the art studio and the children were
very confined within the available space at the meeting area. They were sitting on the floor and
trying to lean on the benches or the floor to draw. They were having difficulty focusing on the
task. The result was numerous reprimands within a span of 20 minutes. The majority of Julie’s
interactions with the students were devoted to correcting or controlling their behavior—talking,
moving—and to refocusing their attention on the task. Many of her reprimands were addressed
to six students—all of whom had been added to the list on the board. Throughout the lesson, she
neither facilitated nor scaffolded the students. Her response to Issabella, and then to Rayon, was
to keep working—just do it—without providing any guidance or feedback.
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Her name is Saffronia
On another morning in Robyn’s classroom, the children were writing in their journals when
a substitute art teacher, Virginia, arrived to teach the art lesson, which had been rescheduled at
the last minute.
Robyn: Virginia is here, so we need to stop and put our journals away. We’ll continue later.
Hassan: I didn’t have enough time.
Robyn: I know, sometimes that happens. We’ll continue later with our journals, after Joan’s
Spanish lesson. (Glances at the schedule) Instead of reading, we’ll write in our journals.
Robyn gave the children some time to get used to the change in the schedule and then began
to call them by name to put away their journals.
Virginia’s rules were different from Robyn’s rules. She was a more authoritarian teacher and
was very strict about no talking during the lesson. As supplies were being handed out, Dylan
asked a question about the instructions. Virginia directed her response to Dylan, rather then engaging the rest of the class. It was crowded at the meeting space, but Virginia did not attempt to
rearrange the benches or allow the children to work at the tables. She demonstrated what she
wanted the children to draw and then told them to begin. When Justin did not follow her directions, she took away his paper and pencil and sent him out of the meeting space. He began wandering aimlessly around the classroom until Robyn took him to another class. This was the only
time during the months that I spent observing in Robyn’s classroom that I saw her remove a
child from the classroom.
As the lesson proceeded, Virginia continued to admonish the children for chatting while
they worked or for not following her directions. She pointed to Saffronia and said, “Yes, this
lady is done,” before taking away her paper and pencil (I did not see what Saffronia had done to
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warrant this intervention.) Bhreyion said, “Her name is Saffronia.” Virginia did not respond.
Bhreyion repeated, louder this time, “Her name is Saffronia.” There was still no response from
Virginia (It seemed that she had decided to ignore Bhreyion.) She then pointed to Rayvon and
said, “You’re out.” She then turned to Robyn and said, “Where can I send this young man?” As
she had with Justin, Robyn brought Rayvon to another classroom until the lesson was finished.
After the lesson, when Virginia had gathered up her art supplies and left the room, Robyn
sent another student to bring Justin and Rayvon back to the classroom. She then moved on to the
next lesson. The students did not seem to carry over any anger or rebellion into the rest of the
school day. When I spoke with Robyn later that day, she expressed her frustration with the art
lesson that morning. Although she did not agree with Virginia’s handling of the situation, she felt
that it would have been counter-productive to overrule her.
It’s Not Fair
When Robyn was in the classroom there was generally a sense of calm purpose as children
and adults engaged in meaningful tasks. This was not always the case when Robyn was out for
the day, which happened on several occasions during my observations, when she was attending a
conference or an in-service teacher training session. The students in her classroom were highly
attuned to Robyn’s quietly authoritative and collaborative approach. They had a strong sense of
ownership in their classroom community (for the second grade students, it was their second year
in this classroom with Robyn as their teacher) and they pushed back against substitute teachers
who took an authoritarian approach.
Although The Village School was a progressive public school with an ideology focused on
democratic process and collaboration, this ideology was not always evident in practice, especially when less experienced teachers and substitute teachers were in charge of the classroom. One
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substitute teacher in particular—a former military officer who was strongly focused on students’
obedience to his authority—had an extremely negative influence on the sense of community in
the classroom during the two days when he was there. Sean and Hassan, in particular, both of
whom were second grade students, kept trying to assert their sense of ownership, responding to
the substitute by saying “That’s not how we do…” or “We are supposed to do…” whenever the
substitute ignored or overruled the normal classroom procedures (for example, not allowing the
Teacher’s Assistant or Line Leaders to do their jobs).
When Robyn returned to the classroom she received the substitute teacher’s report about the
children’s behavior in her absence. As might be expected, Sean and Hassan were among those
students whose behavior had been noted as problematic. At morning meeting she gathered the
class together, explained what she had been told by the substitute teacher and gave the students
the opportunity to express their perspectives on what had happened during those two days. Sean
spoke with great passion about how unfair it was that the substitute teacher would not allow them
to engage in their normal routines and would not listen to them when they tried to explain how
their classroom worked. At one point he said that it was “unjust.”
Robyn listened and allowed every student the opportunity to speak. She then engaged them
in a dialogue about power and authority, justice and fairness, validating their points of view
while simultaneously teaching them about the balance of power in a hierarchical structure such
as the educational system. When I spoke with Robyn later that day, she reaffirmed what she had
told me earlier in the year, that, felt it was important for the students to learn how to live in a
world that was not always fair or just, and how to balance their individual rights with the needs
of the community. She told me again that she believed the students should critically reflect upon
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issues of power and hierarchy, while also learning to be “strong enough” to follow the rules and
cooperate with different teachers.
The substitute and the behavior chart
In mid-October, Ms. Garcia was absent for two days attending a workshop for a new reading
program. I was not in the classroom during those two days, returning when Ms. Garcia returned
on Wednesday. She told me that the substitute teacher had reported that the children’s behavior
during those two days was not good.
That morning, Ms. Garcia seemed unusually tense, as did the children. When I spoke with
her during lunch, she told me that she was very disappointed in the report that she received from
the substitute teacher about the children’s poor behavior during the two days that she was away
at the workshop. Until that point, Ms. Garcia had not used any kind of behavior modification
system in the classroom. However, that day she set up a Behavior Chart (Fig. 71) in response to
the report from the substitute teacher.
I asked Jasmine, the student observer assigned to Ms. Garcia’s classroom, to talk about what
had happened when the substitute teacher was in charge of the classroom:
“You know, I don’t think (the children) were being more than what they usually are. But
I think the substitute expected them to be even more rigid than they were. It was sort of
like, every little thing was a jump for her. Whereas we’re used to it, if it’s not a major
interruption, we don’t stop the class, we just go on with the lesson…this is a lively
group.”
She talked about how the children tried to explain to the substitute how their classroom
normally works, and the substitute interpreted this as a challenge to her authority. “You know the
kids, they go ‘Oh, we’re supposed to do this…’ or ‘Well, Ms. Garcia says…’ and the substitute
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didn’t like that.” Jasmine, who had been a student observer in Ms. Garcia’s classroom since the
beginning of the year, said that she felt the substitute also dismissed her help and acted as though
she (Jasmine) was a threat to the substitute’s authority in the classroom.
“I just think (the substitute) had a different way of doing things. Because she had a lot
of complaints. And Ms. Garcia asked me to help her with the routines and stuff and she
didn’t really want to hear anything. And then when it got confused, then it was ‘Okay,
what are we doing?’ (and I would say) ‘Well, we’re supposed to be doing this, but
we’re doing this instead’…Or the children would come to me to ask questions and she
got upset about that.”
Later that morning, when it was time for Writers Workshop, there was still confusion about
who was the Table Monitor at one of the tables. The class jobs had been switched, as usual, on
Monday even though Ms. Garcia was absent. Both Alana and Sarah were trying to give out the
writing folders; they reached for the same folders and began to argue about whose job it was.
Ms. Garcia, who did not see what happened, reprimanded Alana. Jasmine, who did see what
happened, stepped in to clarify the situation, telling Ms. Garcia that Sarah had first grabbed the
folder from Alana, to which Alana was reacting. Both Alana and Sarah received “warnings,” and
their names were moved to Yellow on the Behavior Chart.
Throughout the rest of day, while Ms. Garcia was conducting individual student assessments in the hallway outside the classroom, Jasmine made frequent use of the Behavior
Chart. Children were admonished for behavior that, until that day, had been considered acceptable: talking and interacting with one another, asking questions and acting playfully during independent work. By the end of the day, six children had received “warnings” (Yellow)
and two children had letters sent home to their parents (Red).
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Figure 76: The short-lived Behavior Chart in Ms. Garcia's room.

Jasmine used the threat of the Behavior Chart (“You don’t want me to put your name on the
chart…”) throughout the day to control children’s actions, rather than facilitating conflict resolution and providing opportunities for reflection and self-discipline, which was how Ms. Garcia
usually handled these situations (and which Jasmine had observed since the beginning of the
school year). It seemed as though the two days with the substitute teacher was having a residual
impact on everyone in the classroom, especially Jasmine.
This continued throughout the next day as well. While Ms. Garcia was still busy assessing
individual students in the hallway outside the classroom, Ms. Brill, another substitute teacher
was teaching the lessons that she had prepared. In Ms. Garcia’s continued absence, Jasmine
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stepped in frequently to admonish and reprimand children, demanding obedience and a rigid
adherence to traditional rules that had not been rigidly enforced before. Jasmine seemed to be
following the model of the substitute teacher, whose methods she had questioned the previous
day. In each instance, the decision to use the Behavior Chart was made by Jasmine, who seemed
to feel that, with Ms. Garcia out of the classroom, the mantle of classroom management had fallen on her shoulders.
By 9:15 am on the second morning after Ms. Garcia set up the Behavior Chart, two children
had received “warnings” and their names had been moved to Yellow. Jasmine and Ms. Brill
(who seemed to be modeling her disciplinary approach on Jasmine’s) continually used the threat
of the Behavior Chart in an effort to control the children through punitive and authoritarian
measures. By 12:00 pm, two children’s names had been moved to Red on the Behavior Chart
(which meant a call home to their parents) and another two children’s names had been moved to
Yellow. Although Jasmine told me that it was possible for a child to move back to Green (or
Yellow) if his/her behavior improved during the afternoon, this was not how the Behavior Chart
generally worked in the classrooms at La Escuelita.
When Ms. Garcia returned to the classroom later that day, she seemed surprised to find that
Jose’s name had been moved to Red on the Behavior Chart. She told me that Jose is generally
not a “problem” and that he is always “fine” when she is in the room, but that she got reports
from both the substitute teacher and Jasmine that he was misbehaving—not listening, not following instructions. When I asked Jasmine about Jose, she told me that during independent work, he
was laughing at something and when she told him to stop he just looked at her and then went
back to laughing with his partner. It seems that this was an issue of inconsistent expectations,
rather than misbehavior. Why was Jasmine asking Jose to stop laughing? As a student observer in
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Ms. Garcia’s room, she had likely witnessed many instances of children chatting and socializing
while they worked. Ms. Garcia was very tolerant of children socializing with their partners and
tablemates during independent work, as long as they completed the task. These behaviors only
became a problem when the expectations and requirements shifted; that is, when the substitute
teacher or student observer reprimanded a child for behavior that was usually accepted in this
classroom. In addition, children were reprimanded by the substitute teacher for informing her
about the rules of their classroom (“Ms. Garcia says we do it this way” or “We are supposed
to…”).
The end result was an inconsistent application of rules and regulations, leading to negative
consequences for behavior that was considered normal in this classroom. While Ms. Garcia had a
high tolerance for the children’s chattiness and playful interaction while engaged in their tasks
(behavior that was developmentally appropriate and prosocial in a kindergarten classroom) both
Jasmine and Ms. Brill quickly resorted to the Behavior Chart to police the same behaviors. They
stringently enforced rules that had not previously been enforced, in an effort to control behavior,
rather than giving children ownership of their behavior.
Children were being reprimanded (and sometimes punished) for not obeying rules that were
unclear to them and were aligned to bolster the authority and power of the adult—the substitute,
Jasmine, Ms. Brill—rather than provide the children with learning opportunities. This was classroom management aimed at control, rather than classroom management designed to enhance
self-discipline and responsibility, provide ownership, and teach children to care for each other
and for the classroom.
What was interesting was that Jasmine had clearly pointed out the problem in how the substitute teacher interacted with the children (and with her) on the two days when Ms. Garcia was
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absent, but did not realize that she was engaging in the same dynamic. One possible explanation
for this dynamic (and one that Jasmine herself put forth when discussing the substitute teacher) is
that auxiliary staff—substitute teachers, specials teachers, student teachers and observers—often
have less confidence in their authority and, therefore, are less willing to share authority with the
children. The children, when faced with this unaccustomed authoritarianism in their classroom,
often react negatively and sometimes engage in challenging behavior. I observed this same dynamic, though to a lesser extent, in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom when the student
teacher, Ms. Kearny, was teaching a lesson.
When the children returned from lunch on the second day that Ms. Garcia was back in the
classroom, she spoke with them about how she wanted them to act when she was not in the classroom: “When Ms. Garcia is not in the room, that is when you have to be the best. We are all a
big family, remember?” She did not refer specifically to any child, or to the Behavior Chart. She
simply reminded the children that they needed to be responsible for their actions whether or not
she was in the room.
She did not, however, address the fact that different teachers have different rules—nor did
any child complain about this. It seemed that, while the first and second grade children at The
Village School clearly articulated their views on the unfairness of being held to different standards by different teachers in their own classroom, the kindergarten children at La Escuelita could
not yet articulate this concept of “fairness,” although their actions seem to indicate an awareness
that was not yet verbalized.
When I spoke with Ms. Garcia at the end of the day, she told me that she could not understand why children whose behavior did not present any particular problem prior to this week
were suddenly having such difficulties, both with the substitute teacher earlier in the week and
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with Jasmine and Ms. Brill during the past two days. In the course of our discussion, she reflected upon the varied expectations of different teachers and concluded that it was likely not the
children’s behavior that changed, but rather the standards that they were being held to. She added
that the past two days had been difficult and stressful, and that the children seemed disorganized
and out of sorts. Ms. Garcia, too, was feeling the added stress of the ongoing individual assessments, which had kept her out of the classroom, leaving someone else to teach the lessons she
had prepared. This conversation took place on a Thursday afternoon. When I returned to the
classroom the following Monday, I noticed that the Behavior Chart had been moved to an out-ofthe way corner of the classroom. During the remainder of my time in this classroom, I never
again saw Ms. Garcia or anyone else make use of the Behavior Chart.
Negative strategies for behavior management
It was the end of the school day and the children in Ms. Garcia’s classroom were cleaning
up after center time. The cleanup was accomplished quickly, with children who had finished
cleaning up their own center working to help those at other centers. As usual, the classroom was
noisy and energetic, but the energy was positive and directed toward completing the necessary
tasks. Children had their HW folders, their coats and their backpacks, and they were waiting to
line up. Ms. Garcia usually called the tables in random order to line up, unconcerned with
whether the children were chatting at the end of the day.
However, Ms. Garcia was not in the room and Jasmine was in charge. Although the children
were no noisier than usual, she employed a particularly divisive (though not uncommon) behavior management technique to quiet the children, saying to a child at one table (who was by no
means the only child talking), “Olive, you are ruining it for your table.” The message was that
the whole table was now going to be punished because Olive was not following the rule.
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This is a negative behavior management strategy that targets and shames individual children,
rather than promoting cooperation and concern for the group as a whole. Teachers who utilize
this strategy often single out certain children (for example, Olive seemed to be a perpetual target
for Jasmine) as “ruining it” for everyone else. Jasmine used this exact phrase in her reprimand to
Olive. This “divide and conquer” strategy promotes competition rather than collaboration within
the classroom (the “best” table will be called first) and essentially gives children permission to
ostracize certain children, using the teacher’s behavior as a model.
Reading Reform: When teachers do not view children as capable
Reading Reform lessons with Ms. Green, the outside consultant from the Reading Reform
Foundation, were a departure from the usually warm and nurturing environment in Ms. Amaro
and Ms. Carreno’s kindergarten room. The first thing that Ms. Green would do when she entered
the classroom was rearrange the collaborative table arrangements, so that tables were separated
and the children were all facing forward in straight rows, looking toward the teacher and the
SMART Board (Fig. 67). The lesson, like the desks, was strictly regimented. Ms. Green required
absolute attention and complete silence, as well as no movement—noise and fidgeting were not
tolerated. She used behaviorist reinforcement and punishment, handing out stickers to children
who were quiet or who completed the task to her satisfaction (which was not easy; her directions
were confusing to me) and reprimanding children who were not absolutely quiet and attentive.
She spoke loudly and demanded obedience, at one point reprimanding children who were
attempting to proceed according to her initial instructions to write their names on the top of the
page (“Don’t do anything! Don’t do anything yet!”)
When she decided that it was acceptable for the children to write their names on their
papers, she walked around the room, checking the their work. She reprimanded Karla and moved
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her seat to another table because she was not paying strict attention. Roberto and Emiliano had
not yet written their names on their papers. Ms. Green impatiently wrote Emmanuel’s name on
the paper and told Roberto, “Forget about your name. I don’t want you to do that now.” She
gave Jose a sticker and asked the children, “Why did I give Jose a sticker?” She then asked Jose,
“Why do you think I gave you a sticker?” and answered her own question: “You’re doing your
work and you’re being quiet and I see you’re doing the work because you’re following directions.” Ms. Green continued with the lesson, stopping often to admonish various children
(C’mon, Emiliano. Wake up! Wake up! Feet flat on the floor, Marilyn!).
Roberto and Emiliano were no longer paying attention, playing with their pencils, and shutting out the teacher. Ms. Carreno came by and quietly redirected them, first helping Emiliano by
forming his hand around the pencil and guiding him with her hand over his to write the first letter
(not unlike the way that Alicia had done during attendance). She then did the same for Roberto,
who continued to try after Ms. Carreno moved on. Ms. Green did not do this when she stopped to
help individual children. Instead, she wrote directly on the child’s paper, using her own pen and
saying, “Watch me. Watch me.”
Ms. Green’s directions were both overly specific and confusing (I was confused). It was
easy to be “wrong,” as Ms. Green walked around the room alternately telling children to “Write”
“Stop writing” “Stop making circles” “Don’t write” “Don’t do anything yet” “Put your pencil
on the paper” “Put your finger on the paper” (Did she mean put the pencil down first, or use the
finger on your other hand?) I was having difficulty following what she meant—how hard must it
have been for a 5-year-old bilingual student in kindergarten, who was learning English and learning “school” and learning to write for the first time?
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Ms. Green also had a way of looking at the children with absolute disapproval; not just of
their behavior, of themselves. Her manner was intimidating. She required absolute obedience to
her authority. There was no opportunity for children to act or take ownership of their learning.
Obedience was rewarded with a sticker. Anything other than obedience was met with punishment to extinguish the behavior.
Ms. Green was impatient with any off-task behavior, any act of independence, any nonconformance to her (not-well-defined) directions. For example, at one point during the lesson
Ana and several other children were reprimanded for drawing “too many” circles on their papers,
although Ms. Green had never specified how many circles to draw.
After the writing portion of the lesson, Ms. Green called the children to the big meeting
space for a story. She began by directing them to be quiet, admonishing individual children and
then banishing three children from the meeting space, although there was no greater
noise/activity level at the meeting space than was typical for this class. It was actually quieter
than usual.
Ms. Green began: I’m going to read you a story today. And before I do…somebody is still
talking. Marc, what did I just say? WHAT DID I JUST SAY? Do not pay attention to…no…do
not pay attention to somebody who is NOT listening. Don’t pay attention to them. Some letters
that we’re going to learn, have sounds. What else has sounds? Okay, these two (pointing). I need
you to sit on a chair right now. I can’t talk if they’re talking. They need to sit on a chair. When
they decide to sit and listen, they can come back.
At this point, three children, Jean, Marc and Angie were banished from the meeting space.
During the remainder of the lesson, Ms. Green never again acknowledged them and they were
not allowed to return to the meeting space.
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When Ms. Green finished her lesson, Ms. Carreno resumed teaching. Her first direction was
to ask Marc, Angie and Jean to “ put the chairs back where they belong” (by themselves), and
rejoin the group at the meeting space. It felt like a reprieve—she was giving them a chance to
“make amends” and take ownership of their behavior.

Figure 67: Tables rearranged for Reading Reform.

Ms. Kearny, Alicia and the behavior motivation chart
One morning in October, Ms. Carreno was teaching a math lesson (counting to ten) at the
small meeting space, using a Dr. Seuss book to introduce the concept. The children were attentive and interactive, reciting and answering questions, sometimes raising their hands and sometimes calling out. Ms. Carreno called on children for answers, but did not reprimand those who
called out answers. The children were relaxed and engaged, laughing and enjoying the lesson,
when Ms. Carreno was called away and Ms. Kearny (the student teacher) took over the lesson.
The children began to engage in more off-task behavior after Ms. Kearny stepped in. Although
they were listening, raising their hands and responding to Ms. Kearny’s questions, there was
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more fidgeting and movement. Angela and Emily moved their seats, while Alicia turned her
body toward her classmates rather than facing Ms. Kearny.
Although she was not the only child who had been engaging in off-task behavior, Ms.
Kearny singled out Alicia, telling her to “get a reminder.” Alicia was reluctant (this meant she
would not get a check for the day) but Ms. Kearny persisted. Alicia slowly stood up and walked
across the room to turn her card to yellow. She was crying. When she returned, she stood just
outside the meeting space, crying, until Ms. Amaro (who was working with children at one of the
tables) asked her why she was sad, which prompted Ms. Kearny (who had been ignoring her) to
stand up and put her arm around Alicia’s shoulders and gently bring her back into the group.
Alicia still seemed sad when the lesson ended a few minutes later. As she was walking by a
table, she noticed a Unifix cube had fallen on the floor. She picked it up and brought it to the table. Then she joined in the cleanup of the Unifix cubes, even though she did not have a chance to
play with them.
In the time that I spent at both La Escuelita and The Village School, I noticed that student
teachers, student observers and certain substitute teachers were much quicker than the classroom
teachers to use the existing behavior modification strategies. At La Escuelita, there were serious
consequences when a child’s card was moved to the Red column, as this meant a call home to
the child’s parents. The classroom teachers used the Behavior Chart very judiciously. Only once
in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom did I observe a child’s name moved beyond Yellow
(warning), while in Ms. Ramirez’s class and Ms. Marquez’s class, I never observed the use of
Behavior Chart for punishment. And in Ms. Garcia’s class, while I did observe an incident that
led to her calling several of the children’s parents, I never saw her use the Behavior Chart to do
so.
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Another problem I observed during my time at La Escuelita was that substitute teachers and
student teachers used these behavior management strategies inconsistently, often making an example of one child rather than applying the rules equally to all of the children who were noncompliant. It seemed that certain children (such as Alicia in this example) became scapegoats in
the classroom.
At both The Village School and La Escuelita, the classroom teachers were very successful in
creating an environment that nurtured children’s sense of ownership and civic engagement within the classroom community. However, as illustrated in the two stories from The Village School
and these stories from La Escuelita, Robyn, Ms. Garcia, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno privileged
the rights of adults—student teachers, student observers, specialists and substitute teachers—
over the rights of the students. It was the students who had to adapt, and to sublimate their understanding of the rules and procedures of their classroom to the needs of these adults. It was the
students were asked to understand that, even though this was their classroom, they had to accept
the rules of teachers who were essentially visitors, in the spirit of cooperation.
Robyn explained to me on one occasion that she felt it was important for her to cooperate
with and support other teachers at The Village School, even though she might disagree with their
approach to classroom management. When I spoke with Ms. Garcia following the incidents that
occurred during her two-day absence and the next two days when she was essentially absent
from the classroom while conducting assessments, she was upset by the negative report of the
substitute teacher and concerned about the Jasmine’s excessive use of the Behavior Management
chart, but she seemed reluctant to override their assessments. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno were
clearly uncomfortable with Ms. Green’s authoritarian approach, but did not interfere, although
Ms. Carreno quietly intervened to help students who were unable to follow Ms. Green’s instruc-
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tions. Ms. Amaro’s approach was similar to Robyn’s, in that she focused on explaining to the
children that different teachers had different rules and that they all (including the classroom
teachers) should try to cooperate.
In the time that I spent in Ms. Ramirez’s classroom and Ms. Marquez’s classroom, I did not
have the opportunity to observe the classes interacting with substitute teachers, and Ms. Marquez
did not have a student teacher or a student observer assigned to her classroom during that time.
However, I did observe Ms. Kearny (who had previously been assigned to Ms. Amaro and Ms.
Carreno’s classroom) conducted several lessons in Ms. Ramirez’s classroom. What I found was
that Ms. Kearny adapted to the rules and procedures of each classroom, and attempted to enact
the same behavior management strategies as the classroom teachers in each classroom. Unlike
Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno, Ms. Ramirez did not use a behavior management chart, preferring
to engage the cooperation of the children rather than enforce the rules. As the following story
illustrates, this approach requires confidence, commitment and a strong sense of collaboration
with the students.
Engaging cooperation vs. enforcing the rules
One November morning in Ms. Ramirez’s classroom, the student teacher, Ms. Kearny was
teaching a lesson at the meeting space. Although she used the same strategies and routines that
Ms. Ramirez used to gain the children’s attention, she was not effective. One explanation for this
might be that, as these strategies were not her own, there was a sense of inauthenticity as Ms.
Kearny tried to implement Ms. Ramirez’s approach to classroom management, and the children
sensed this. As a result, the class was more physically restive than usual, although they were
mostly on task. There was a constant undercurrent of movement, fidgeting and off-task talking
that didn’t happen when Ms. Ramirez was teaching.
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I wondered whether it was a matter of confidence (as well as experience). Ms. Ramirez was
a very quietly authoritative person and her manner with the children was very calm and confident. She was authoritative without being at all authoritarian. She never squelched the children’s
enthusiasm or energy. Ms. Ramirez’s methods seemed to engage cooperation, rather than enforcing rules. It worked very well.
Ms. Kearny tried to engage the students’ cooperation with a friendly manner, yet she sometimes seemed to seesaw between overly permissive and sternly authoritarian. This was clearly
not as effective in maintaining engaged, collaborative on-task effort from the children. For the
most part, they continued to follow the classroom rules during Ms. Kearny’s lesson, but they
showed less inclination to be quiet and not engage in off-task chatter and interaction. Ms. Kearny
needed to remind the children often to quiet down and Ms. Ramirez needed to intervene twice.
During the “turn and talk,” Ms. Kearny seemed to be focusing on the mechanics of the strategy itself, rather than on the topic of the lesson, even though the children in this class had shown
in previous sessions that they were capable of utilizing the turn and talk strategy very productively. In scaffolding various pairs, Ms. Kearny spent a lot of time asking children to repeat, over
and over, what their partners had said. As a result, children seemed less attentive, less engaged
and less cooperative than in previous “turn and talk” sessions and not much of value was generated with regard to the topic. At this point in the lesson, Ms. Ramirez quietly walked over to the
meeting space and sat down by Ms. Kearny, without saying a word. This had an immediate and
striking impact, sharply reducing both the noise level and the amount of fidgeting. Ms. Ramirez
continued to sit by Ms. Kearny for the remainder of the lesson. She did not actively intervene,
but her presence lent support to Ms. Kearny’s authority and the effect was considerable.
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It seemed that the children, while still showing respect for the classroom rules, did not feel
the need to extend Ms. Kearny the same level of respect and cooperation as Ms. Ramirez or Mr.
Valdez. Was it because the children did not view Ms. Kearny as a “real” teacher? If so, why?
Ms. Ramirez always extended both respect and cooperation to Ms. Kearny, whenever she was in
the classroom. Was it that Ms. Kearny was not yet confident, authoritative and consistent in her
classroom management? Was it because she did not engage their cooperation as equal participants in the classroom community, instead falling back on traditional authoritarian methods and
manner when children were off task?
Limiting Freedom and Accessibility
The following stories concern events that took place during the final weeks that I spent in
Ms. Garcia’s classroom, when she was absent for several days and then when she returned. For
two days after her return from an in-service training session, Jasmine and the substitute teacher,
Ms. Brill, were essentially in charge of the classroom while Ms. Garcia was conducting individual assessments in the hallway. Although Ms. Garcia had prepared the lessons and was right outside the room, she was not inside the classroom to guide the activities. Ms. Brill, who was new to
La Escuelita, deferred to Jasmine, who had been observing in Ms. Garcia’s classroom since the
beginning of the school year. Thus, it was Jasmine who set the tone for actions and interactions
(student-teacher and student-student) during those two days.
Whose classroom is it?
One afternoon, Ms. Brill, was teaching a social studies lesson on Family and Homes. The
task was for students to draw their homes using a pencil and to label the various components of
the drawing. However, the instructions were not presented clearly during the mini-lesson at the
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meeting space and Ms. Brill did not check for understanding prior to sending the children to their
tables to work individually.
Many children seemed uncertain as to how to proceed. As they began working, Jasmine
walked around the room correcting individual children, and repeating the same instructions over
and over, becoming impatient as she did so and admonishing children for “not listening,” even
though the instructions had never been clearly presented to the whole class. When children
showed their work to Jasmine to make sure that they were doing the task correctly, she seemed
unsure about how to assess their drawings and labels.
During the lesson, several children walked over to the writing center to get a new piece of
paper because they were dissatisfied with their drawings and wanted to begin again on a new
sheet. There was nothing unusual in this behavior. The materials in the writing center were
meant to be accessible to the children. However, at this point in the lesson, Jasmine removed the
paper from the writing center because, as she put it, “some of the children have been sneaking
over there to get another sheet of paper.” The children did not have access to erasers, because
Jasmine had removed the erasers from the tables so that they wouldn’t “play with them.” Taking
her cue from Jasmine, the substitute teacher took all of the pencils from the writing center and
began walking around with them, distributing one only when a child asked, instead of letting
children take a new pencil from the pencil holder at the writing table when they needed one.
The shared writing supplies in Ms. Garcia’s classroom—paper, pencils and erasers—were
always kept either at the writing table or in bins at each individual table, where they were easily
accessible to the children. The children had free access to the supplies during lessons involving
independent work. In observations in this classroom, before and after this lesson, I often saw
children walk over to the writing table during independent work to get more paper or another
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pencil, without having to ask permission of the teacher and without being admonished or reprimanded.
When I mentioned to Ms. Brill, that the children in Ms. Garcia’s class usually walked over
to the writing table when they needed a new pencil, she said, “Oh, okay,” and put the pencils
back into the pencil holder at the writing table, although she had not paid attention to the children
when they tried to explain this to her.
Jasmine, who had been observing in Ms. Garcia’s classroom since the beginning of the year,
knew the policies and routines. However, without the support of Ms. Garcia, she disregarded
what she knew to be standard procedure in the classroom. She seemed to be uncomfortable
allowing the children the freedom to make decisions regarding the use of supplies, acting as if
they were somehow taking what did not belong to them. Inexperienced and unsure of her own
authority, Jasmine masked her insecurity by keeping strict control over both the children and the
supplies in the classroom, severely restricting access to the common materials that the children
needed to complete their independent work—pencils, erasers and paper. In order to get a new
pencil or an eraser or another piece of paper, a child had to ask for it, and was often refused if
Jasmine did not see the need.
During the two days when Ms. Garcia was engaged in individual assessments and, thus, was
not in the classroom for much of the day, I also observed that Jasmine often talked over the children and did not listen to their ideas and opinions, even when they were responding to questions
she had asked. The overall dynamic in the classroom when Jasmine was, more or less, in charge
(despite her role as a student observer, the substitute teacher granted Jasmine the authority to
make decisions) was strict adherence to her authority rather than democratic participation and
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self-discipline. The children were not allowed ownership of their work, their classroom supplies,
or their behavior.
Later that day, when Ms. Garcia completed her assessments, the atmosphere in the classroom was noticeably different. During the independent part of the lesson, children freely used the
writing table—walking over to get pencils or use the pencil sharpener—without being reprimanded. The process was smooth and non-disruptive. They also interacted with one another at
the tables while they were working, without losing focus on the task and without fear of reprimand.
Ms. Garcia had a dynamic presence—she brought a lot of energy into the classroom—but
she also brought a calm authority that the children recognized and trusted. There was an air of
freedom that was missing when Jasmine and Ms. Brill were in charge earlier in the day. Ms.
Garcia did not micromanage the children’s every move. The result was that they were able to
move freely around the classroom and interact without disrupting the lesson. Ms. Garcia had—
and conveyed to the children—the positive expectation that the work would be done, that the task
would be accomplished. The children were given ownership of their learning and were held
responsible for doing their work. They were allowed to talk and playfully interact while they
worked, as long as the task was accomplished.
Eraser policing and hoarding: Effects of controlling access to supplies
During the time that I spent in Ms. Garcia’s classroom, the ongoing saga of the erasers was
one of the most egregious examples that I observed of a teacher limiting freedom and controlling
access to supplies, and of the impact of that limitation on children’s behavior. One morning
when the children were working independently on a drawing/writing assignment, a boy at the
Yellow Table (Robbie) needed to erase a part of his drawing. The pencils did not have erasers
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and I noticed that there were no erasers in the bins on the tables, which is where they were usually found. When I asked Jasmine, she said that she had taken the erasers away a few days before
this, because the children were “playing with them.” Jasmine handed me an eraser from a cache
that she was keeping in a drawer not accessible to the children. She said that I should walk
around with it, erasing as needed for the children, but not give the eraser to a child.
This meant that any time a child wished to change or correct his or her drawing or written
work while working independently, rather than simply doing so quickly and autonomously and
continuing to work, the child would have to stop what he or she was doing, raise his or her hand
to attract the attention of an adult, wait for that adult to notice, request help and wait for the adult
to fulfill the request. Thus, the children were dependent upon the two adults in the room when
ostensibly engaged in independent work. Before Jasmine took away the erasers, there were
enough erasers in the supply bins at each table for several children to use them at the same time,
which allowed children to edit their work as needed.
Rather than following Jasmine’s request, I brought the eraser that she had handed me to the
Yellow Table and told the children that they needed to share it and that everyone should be given
the chance to use it. Their eyes lit up at the sight of the eraser. Erasers had become a rare and
valuable commodity in the classroom. Alisa reached for the eraser, but I said, “Robbie asked for
it, so I’m going to let Robbie use it first. When he is finished, he’ll give it to someone else.”
Alanna said that she had an eraser in her backpack and asked if she could get it. I told her that,
for now, they needed to share this eraser and let everyone have a turn. I emphasized that the
eraser was for everyone to use and should be shared. Echoing Ms. Garcia’s words, I said, “You
are all a big family and families share.” After that I walked away from the table but kept an eye
on what was happening.
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I noticed that Alisa commandeered the eraser after Robbie finished using it. This led to a
heated discussion, with other children brining pressure on Alisa to share to eraser. Alanna
walked over to where I was standing to report that Alisa was not sharing. Alisa glanced over. I
told Alanna that they needed to work it out themselves. Discussion at the table about ownership
of the eraser continued. The other children—Callie, Robbie and Melinda—were adamant with
Alisa, who eventually gave in to the group pressure to share and handed the eraser to Callie.
Later that day, I spoke to Ms. Garcia about the decision to take away the erasers. She told
me that Jasmine had reported that the children were throwing the erasers around at the tables,
which was why she agreed to let her remove them. As I noted earlier, Ms. Garcia had spent many
hours outside the classroom engaged in individual assessments during the past few days, which
left Jasmine as the primary authority figure in the classroom. After our conversation, Ms. Garcia
decided to return a few erasers to the bins on each table, and ask that the children share them.
She realized that not having the erasers created another set of problems and limited the children’s
responsibility for their behavior.
When I returned to the classroom the following Monday, I noticed that the supply bin on
each table now contained two erasers. However, as I walked around the room during independent
work time, I observed that several children were trying to hoard the erasers. It seemed as though
the loss of access the previous week and the currently limited supply was still having a negative
impact on the behavior of some of the children. For example, during one independent writing
lesson, I observed Donna holding one of the shared erasers as she worked; not using it, just keeping it in her possession. Alana and Robbie walked over to where I was sitting to tell me that
Donna would not share the eraser. I asked them if they had asked her to share the eraser. Alana
said that she did ask Donna to share and that she wouldn’t listen. Robbie nodded his head in
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agreement. I walked back to the table with Robbie and Alana. Sarah was using one of the erasers
and Donna was holding the other. I asked Donna if she was using the eraser. She did not respond
and grasped the eraser more tightly. I said that the erasers were for everyone at the table and
asked if she would share it. She grasped it more tightly. At that point, Ms. Garcia intervened to
tell Donna that the eraser didn’t belong to her and she needed to put it back, which she did,
though reluctantly.
A few minutes later, Donna once again had the eraser in her possession. When Ms. Garcia
briefly stopped by the table to look at their work, Donna quickly deposited the eraser back in the
shared supply bin. Ms. Garcia did not say anything. Alana took one eraser out of the bin to use.
She then took the second eraser and handed it to Sophia to use. Donna watched, but did not try to
take either eraser. However, when Alana put an eraser back into the supply bin, Donna quickly
grabbed it and began erasing. Then she put the eraser down on the table by her notebook, rather
than in the supply bin.
These behaviors concerning the erasers were new; I had not observed any hoarding in the
weeks prior to the confiscation of the erasers. In addition, the new dynamic did not extend to any
of the other shared supplies, including the crayons, which children had brought from home and
which were included among shared supplies, although each crayon box had a child’s name on it.
Although all the other supplies were shared without contention, erasers seemed to be a source of
ongoing conflict during independent work at the tables. Prior to the confiscation of the erasers
(which occurred while Ms. Garcia was absent the previous week) there had been enough erasers
in the shared supply for all of the children at each table; now, with only two erasers available at
each table, many of the children seemed to want to keep possession of an eraser even when not
using it. Other children chimed in to ask the child holding the eraser to put it back, even if they
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didn’t need to use it either. There was a fair amount of hoarding and “eraser policing” going on
throughout the final week that I spent in Ms. Garcia’s classroom.
“Don’t touch”: Controlling access to computers
Controlling access to erasers, pencils and paper was not the only way in which Jasmine
limited the children’s freedom and personal responsibility. One afternoon during center time, the
children in Ms. Garcia’s class were engaged in a child-directed play at the various centers, including Housekeeping, Blocks, and Computers.
As I observed on many occasions, the children at La Escuelita were very competent with
regard to using the laptop computers and, in most classes, the teachers were comfortable giving
them responsibility for handling the equipment with care and respect. In Ms. Amaro and Ms.
Carreno’s kindergarten class, the teachers took responsibility for distributing the laptops from the
computer cart and returning them to the cart to recharge. Once the laptops were in front of the
children, the teachers would take the time of teach them how to turn on the computers and log in.
Several children were capable of turning them on and logging in without help. Those who had
mastered the sequence often helped their classmates. On other occasions in Ms. Garcia’s class, I
had likewise observed various children who were capable of setting up the laptops once they
were distributed.
On this afternoon, however, Jasmine insisted upon setting up each child’s computer herself.
The computers were in front of the six children at the Computer Center and several children
attempted to turn on the computers and log in. Rather than observing whether an individual child
was capable, or teaching the children how to set up their computers, Jasmine admonished them,
“Don’t touch!” and ”You don’t touch!” In doing so, she limited children’s learning opportunities
by controlling access to the materials rather than handing over responsibility and ownership.
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Ms. Miller, a student teacher who had recently been assigned to Ms. Garcia’s classroom,
was also helping children at the Computer Center that day. She had previously spent time in Ms.
Marquez’s second grade classroom, and had observed how self-sufficient the second graders
were in working with the computers. Ms. Miller’s approach that afternoon with the individual
children with whom she worked was to scaffold the process of setting up the computer—turning
it on and logging in—so that the children would eventually achieve the level of self-sufficiency
that she had observed in the older students. This was a strong contrast to Jasmine’s interactions
with the children at the Computer Center.
Acts of Non-Collaboration
At both The Village School and La Escuelita, I witnessed many instances of collaboration
among participants at all levels of the school hierarchy. Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno co-taught
with mutual respect and enjoyment. Ms. Ramirez shared ideas and materials with the student
teachers in her classroom. Student teachers were given authority when teaching lessons, with
teachers lending quiet support and providing helpful feedback when the lessons were finished.
However, I also observed many occasions when substitute teachers or specialists exerted
their authority over the students, rather than engaging their cooperation. I also observed acts of
power seeking and non-collaboration among student teachers and substitute teachers. One example, which I did not witness, involved Jasmine and a substitute teacher. It occurred during the
two days when Ms. Garcia was absent and the substitute was in charge of the classroom. From
Jasmine’s perspective, which she shared with me later that week, the substitute teacher was dismissive whenever she tried to offer information about classroom practices and procedures and
acted as though she was a threat to the substitute’s authority.
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Interestingly, in two incidents that I did observe involving Jasmine, it seemed that she reenacted the same dynamic with other teachers: Ms. Miller, a student teacher recently assigned to
the classroom, and Ms. Jarrett, a substitute library teacher. I wondered whether she viewed these
teachers as a threat to her authority and standing in the classroom.
A power play: Disrupting the lesson
One afternoon the substitute library teacher, Ms. Jarrett, decided to meet with the children in
the classroom. Ms. Garcia was conducting individual assessments and was not in the classroom.
Library was considered a prep period and the classroom teachers would not usually be present.
The class was gathered at the meeting space where Ms. Jarrett was presenting a lesson on bus
safety. Ms. Jarrett was an experienced teacher with a calm and quietly authoritative manner. She
clearly explained the rules for behavior before the lesson began. The class was quiet (actually,
quieter than usual for Ms. Garcia’s class) and seemed engaged in the lesson.
Five minutes into the lesson, Jasmine—who was preparing materials for a different lesson at
a table across the room—interrupted to loudly reprimand two children at the meeting space.
From where I was sitting at the edge of the meeting space I had observed that the children had
shifted in their seats, but they were not talking and were not disrupting the lesson. Throughout
the remainder of the lesson, Jasmine continued to interrupt and interject forcefully from her seat
across the room. Several times she threatened to add children’s names to the Behavior Chart.
From where I was sitting at the meeting space, the children to whom she addressed these
reprimands were not misbehaving or disrupting the lesson, nor was their behavior disturbing to
Ms. Jarrett, who was teaching the lesson. Jasmine’s interruptions distracted the children and the
teacher, in effect disrupting the lesson under the guise of providing assistance. Children begin to
turn their heads to where she was sitting, rather than paying attention to the lesson, which led
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Jasmine to shake her head in exasperation and tell them to “pay attention” to Ms. Jarrett, not to
her. Jasmine’s actions distracted the children and undercut the authority of Ms. Jarrett, whose
quiet and calm manner seemed quite effective at engaging the children’s attention.
After reading a book about bus safety, Ms. Jarrett asked the children to turn and talk with
their partners. The children began to enthusiastically share ideas with their partners. Ms. Jarrett
was scaffolding and the conversations were clearly on task. From across the room, Jasmine once
again loudly interjected to admonish the children to talk more quietly.
On a previous occasion, when Jasmine had intervened to quiet the conversation during a
“turn and talk” Ms. Garcia stopped her, explaining that the children’s conversation was on task
and their enthusiasm should be encouraged, not squelched. This time, however, Ms. Garcia was
not in the room and Ms. Jarrett seemed to feel that she did not have the authority to overrule
Jasmine.
Throughout the lesson it appeared as though Jasmine was attempting to assert power, not
only over the children, but also over Ms. Jarrett, who was not familiar enough with the structure
of the classroom to ask Jasmine to take a step back and allow her to manage the class.
Can you confirm that?
While Ms. Jarrett who teaching the lesson on bus safety, Ms. Garcia was conducting assessments with individual children in the hallway outside the classroom. At one point during the
lesson, Alisa, who had been working with Ms. Garcia in the hallway, entered the room, walked
over to the meeting space and whispered to Donna that Ms. Garcia wanted her. When Donna
stood up, Ms. Jarrett told her to sit down. Donna didn’t sit, but also didn’t say anything. Alisa
interjected to tell Ms. Jarrett that Ms. Garcia wanted Donna to come out to her. Ms. Jarrett
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looked over at me. I confirmed what Alisa had said. Ms. Jarrett smiled and apologized to Donna,
who left the room. Alisa took her seat at the meeting space.
Ms. Garcia treated the children in her class with respect and handed over responsibility and
authority for tasks. She trusted Alisa to deliver the message to Donna without interrupting the
ongoing lesson, which she did. Ms. Jarrett, however, needed confirmation from an adult in the
classroom before allowing Donna to leave the meeting space.
Acts of disrespect
Late one morning as the children in Ms. Garcia’s class were beginning Writers Workshop,
Ms. Miller and another student observer, Hannah, were already there and working with students
when Jasmine arrived. The children were drawing and labeling their pictures, sounding out
words and writing sentences. Each teacher was working with individual children at one of the
collaborative tables, scaffolding, asking for details and helping them to elaborate their stories.
Ms. Miller, who had joined the class the previous week, seemed to have fit in quickly and
worked with the children with calm assurance. She was confident and respectful in her manner.
Children at the Red Table, where she was facilitating, were listening attentively and cooperating
with one another. I observed not much off-task behavior. Children at the Yellow Table, where
Jasmine was facilitating, seemed less focused, with more interruptions to get new pencils, to
move about the room and to visit children at other tables). They were working, but I observed
more off-task behavior.
After a few minutes, Jasmine walked away from the table where she was working with the
children and moved over to the table where Hannah was working. She began to take control at
the table, interrupting Hannah and drawing directly on several of the children’s papers to “show
them” what she wanted them to do. Her interactions were invasive; rather than scaffolding the
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children to help them elaborate their drawings, Jasmine completed the drawings for them without
their consent, essentially taking ownership of their work away from them.
During cleanup, Maria was having difficulty putting her story into her writing folder, but
was working to make it fit. Rather than allow Maria to solve the problem and complete the task,
Jasmine grabbed the folder and story out of her hands, saying, “Here, let me do it. I don’t want
you to ruin your beautiful story.” Whether intended or not, the message Jasmine conveyed to
Maria was that she was not competent to complete the task without “ruining” her work.
Later that afternoon, Ms. Miller was teaching a social studies lesson at the meeting space,
using the Smart Board to show a video about autumn. The lesson was interactive, as Ms. Miller
stopped the video at various points to ask questions and engage the children in lively discussion.
Children raised their hands to answer and Ms. Miller called on various children, sometimes by
name and sometimes by looking at a child and nodding. The children were attentive and seemed
engaged in the lesson.
Jasmine, who was sitting with Hannah at a table across the room preparing materials, began
to talk conversationally, in a voice that could be heard clearly across the room at the meeting
space. This was distracting to the children, and the effect on their behavior—more shifting in
their seats, more physical interaction, more off-task chatting, less focused attention—was noticeable. Ms. Miller glanced over at Jasmine, who either did not notice or ignored the look. Although
Hanna did not respond, Jasmine continued to talk loudly throughout the remainder of the lesson.
I observed that in her interactions with Hannah and Ms. Miller throughout the day, Jasmine
was often dismissive and disrespectful. What was interesting was that Jasmine had complained
the previous week that the substitute teacher had been dismissive of her, and explained that she
felt the substitute viewed her as a threat to her authority. In the time that I spent in the classroom,
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I never observed Jasmine display disrespectful or overbearing behavior in her interactions with
Ms. Garcia, or interrupt when Ms. Garcia was teaching a lesson. Jasmine only displayed this behavior toward those who might be perceived as having less authority or who might be viewed as
a threat to her position in the classroom; she treated Hannah and Ms. Miller similarly to how she
had described her own treatment by the substitute teacher and she was controlling in her interactions with the children. Yet, with Ms. Garcia she was deferential and respectful.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
The following is a discussion of what I learned with regard to the research questions that
guided my observations at The Village School and La Escuelita. I found that each classroom in
which I spent time was, indeed, a community with its own unique culture. In the months that I
spent observing teachers and students in these classrooms, and in the time that I spent reviewing
and analyzing the field notes, audio tapes and photographs that I collected I began to understand
a little more about how teachers and children in those classrooms both created and experienced
that classroom culture and community.
A key focus of my research was to explore how early childhood classrooms could be agents
of transformation. What is within the power of school administrators, teachers and students to
achieve in creating a culture of democratic citizenship within the classroom? In the New York
City public school system—embedded within a particular political, historical and socioeconomic
landscape—what are attainable goals?
In teasing out those elements that created a participatory democratic learning community
supportive of children’s civic engagement, as well as those elements that created boundaries to
achieving such an environment, I discovered that teachers and administrators who are committed
to the civic mission of public schooling can help to create a solid foundation in primary grade
classrooms to prepare young children to become actively participating citizens in the democratic
community, even while working within the significant limitations of the current sociopolitical
and economic constraints of the U.S. educational system. In general, the classroom teachers in
these two schools—with the support of their principals—did a remarkable job of creating a democratic classroom culture that nurtured young children’s developing civic competence.
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However, it is important to recognize the obstacles that teachers and administrators at these
two schools faced on a daily basis. In my conversations with the teachers at The Village School
and at La Escuelita, each of them expressed concern about educational changes that have filtered
down to primary grade classrooms. The following are some of the issues that we talked about.
Obstacles to Creating a Democratic Classroom
No Snack in Kindergarten
During lunch one day, Ms. Amaro spoke about the loss of the snack time in kindergarten.
That morning, a student told her that he was sad because he was hungry and his stomach hurt.
Ms. Amaro asked whether he ate breakfast, and he said no. She told me that she remembered a
time, eight to ten years ago, when kindergarten classes still had snack time. It was, she said, a
real community time, when the children could take responsibility (handing out cups and napkins,
cleaning up after themselves) and also relax in the classroom. Snack time was a break from the
routines of planned curriculum and teacher-directed lessons. It was a time when teachers and
students could socialize and engage in a different, a more organic type of learning. She said that
she wished they still had snack time in the kindergarten classes, but it seemed that there was no
time in the day for such unstructured, community-building spaces.
Testing
The implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001 institutionalized the focus of
educational policy on increasingly rigid high-stakes tests and standardized curriculum developed
to establish measurable goals of student achievement. In individual conversations, each of the
administrators and primary grade teachers of The Village School and La Escuelita talked about
feeling strong pressure to prepare their young students in kindergarten, first and second grade to
succeed on the standardized New York State tests that are used to measure the effectiveness of
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teachers and schools. The result has been a gradual but steady shift in focus in the primary grades
from a content-rich and child-centered curriculum to a narrow curriculum with the emphasis on
teaching basic skills in reading and mathematics.
During the spring of 2004, second grade students at The Village School were included for
the first time in the testing schedule. The EPAL was a practice test in reading comprehension
aimed at preparing the children for the high-stakes ELA test the following year. The third grade
exam would play a significant role in determining whether a student would be promoted, and
would be used to grade teachers and schools and determine school funding. Thus, the school
principal and the reading specialist had decided to begin preparing the students while they were
still in second grade.
Taking the standardized exam required students in Robyn’s classroom to (at least for two
days) jettison the collaborative reading strategies that were fundamental to the early reading program at The Village School. Several students chose, instead, to deliberately subvert the rules of
the exam, honoring the sense of community they had developed throughout the year and to take
responsibility for one another.
During a Reading Reform test that Ms. Green administered in a kindergarten class at La
Escuelita in early September, she exhorted the children, telling them: “Cover your answers” and
“No cheating” and “Don’t look at anyone else’s paper.” Again, this was a direct contradiction
of the collaborative work that made up most of their lessons and of their cooperative and helpful
attitudes toward children who seemed to need help. One young student, who stood up from his
table and walked over to the writing center to look for a thick pencil with a better grip, was
pulled out by Ms. Green for “not following directions” and made to sit up at the front of the
room in a disciplinary action. The children did not seem to understand the directions, as they
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were completely unfamiliar with this type of formal testing, where collaboration was forbidden.
They also did not seem to understand the academic concept of “cheating.”
Less Time for Teaching Literature
During the first wave of data collection at The Village School in 2004-2005, Robyn used a
wide range of literature—folk tales and poetry, realistic fiction and fantasy—to teach. At that
time, many New York City schools, including The Village School, were using the Teachers
College Reading and Writing Project literacy curriculum, which allowed teachers great freedom
in choosing literature for the classroom.
By the time of the second wave of data collection at La Escuelita in 2012-13, that had
changed. According to the new Core Curriculum standards, nonfiction reading should comprise
50-70% of the literacy curriculum (“preparing them for college” as one teacher put it). Teachers
at La Escuelita mourned the loss of time in the literacy program to teach literature: narrative
fiction, fairy tales, folktales, and so on. They talked about the complexity of stories, the richness
of the language, the multiplicity of perspectives and ideas that cannot be replaced by nonfiction
reading.
To develop the civic competence required for full and active participation in democratic
decision-making, children must be given opportunities to deliberate, to exchange ideas and opinions, to develop their points of view and to contemplate the perspectives of others. Literature is a
necessary part of that learning experience, a transformative act that allows children to think critically and analytically about the values and beliefs of society, to explore issues of social justice
and equality and to question the status quo. It empowers them to develop a sense of civic awareness. At The Village School, Robyn deliberately chose stories that would lead to discussions of
power and hierarchy. The Book of the Month, which was incorporated into the curriculum of
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each class at every grade level at La Escuelita, included stories about honesty and cooperation,
tolerance and citizenship.
Dewey (1916) believed that an important role of public schools was to prepare young people
to actively participate and engage in the civic and social affairs of the community at all levels of
governance. To do so, the curriculum needs to provide opportunities for critical thinking and
analysis. Teachers at La Escuelita expressed concern that an ever-increasing focus on teaching
basic reading skills and a corresponding push to emphasize non-fiction at the expense of literature, diminished opportunities for children to engage in critical analysis and perspective taking.
No Time for Child-Centered Free Play
Here again, the changes in educational policy and academic requirements between the first
and second waves of data collection had a significant impact on the primary grade classrooms in
which I observed. At The Village School, Robyn’s first/second grade classroom was set up to
include a wide open space for block building and free play. Choice time was incorporated into
the daily curriculum and children engaged in self-chosen and self-directed creative activities at
various times throughout the day. During the time that I spent in the classroom, the social studies
curriculum included two large-scale building activities in which children worked in cooperative
groups to create their own communities using a wide variety of blocks and materials available in
the classroom.
Eight years later, opportunities for free play had diminished significantly in primary grade
classrooms, even in the kindergarten classrooms. At some point during the time that I spent at La
Escuelita, each of the teachers told me that it seemed every minute of the day was accounted for
with structured lessons. Ms. Amaro, a kindergarten teacher, and Ms. Marquez, a second grade
teacher, each expressed concern that there was little time left for child-centered play. Even
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though all of the kindergarten classrooms were well-equipped with unit blocks, dramatic play
stations, science and math materials, puzzles and art supplies, the time devoted to open-ended,
child-centered play in these stations was limited to once or twice a week. At the second grade
level, children no longer had time for free play in the classroom. Instead, they were engaged in
in-depth research projects.
The only truly child-centered, child-directed activity that I observed was on the playground.
The schedule at La Escuelita was designed to allow children from each class to use the outdoor
playground equipment several times each week (in inclement weather they played in the multipurpose room, though this was more supervised). During playground time the teachers did not
intervene unless it appeared that an activity might be dangerous. Even unorthodox use of the
equipment, such as walking up the spiral slide, was allowed. Children ran and chased one another with happy abandon, making full use of the equipment and the space. Groups of children devised games with rules they created, debated and modified as they played. Even the teachers
seemed more relaxed, and several of them told me that they enjoyed watching the children engage in active, child-directed outdoor play with no adult intervention.
No Recess
At The Village School in 2004, children were allowed a 20-minute recess in the schoolyard
following lunch, provided the weather was not inclement. However, the school aides who monitored the children during recess strictly limited their play in an attempt to maintain control and
avoid the possibility of conflicts or injury. These aides were more authoritarian in their approach
than the classroom teachers. In their interactions with the children, they were more interested in
maintaining order than allowing children to freely interact and resolve conflicts on their own.
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Children were regularly pulled aside for disciplinary “time out” during recess at The Village
School, which undermined the purpose of free playtime.
At La Escuelita in 2012, as in many New York City public schools, there was no recess
(outdoor or indoor) after lunch. Children sat at tables in the cafeteria and watched videos. They
were required to stay in their seats and were admonished to remain quiet. Once again, the school
aides who supervised were more interested in maintaining order than allowing the children to
engage in relaxed interaction. Thus, for these young children in grades preK-2, the only time that
they had to engage in child-initiated, child-centered play during school hours was a few times
each week on the playground and once a week during choice time.
Teachers Feel Powerless
Although the teachers at La Escuelita, in particular, expressed these concerns, they also said
that they felt powerless to effect changes to the early childhood curriculum, which was imposed
from without, not within the school. Federal, state and local standards, core curriculum, and New
York State tests were mandated. Although school principals ostensibly had the power to choose
math and literacy programs, economic considerations often dictated that the programs were those
recommended by New York City Department of Education. The teachers with whom I spoke at
La Escuelita expressed their concern that even the principal had little say in directing the curriculum. This was confirmed in conversations I had with both Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz. Both the
principal and assistant principal also expressed a sense of powerlessness to stop what they described as a “misdirected effort” that did not take into account developmentally appropriate early
childhood curriculum goals and learning needs. Teachers and administrators told me that they
know that play is important and that children, especially at this age, learn through play. They
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were frustrated by the filtering down to early childhood education of unrealistic assessments,
testing strategies and curriculum, but did not know how to counter these changes from without.
Changes in educational policy over the past decade have also had a significant impact on the
input of parents into decision-making about their children’s education. The reorganization of the
New York City public school system moved the schools from the oversight of locally controlled
school boards to a centralized organization under the control of the mayor. Although the new district organization ostensibly provides parents more input into choosing a school for their children
(including many charter schools) parents have little to no impact on educational curriculum or
testing requirements.
The principals and teachers of both The Village School and La Escuelita did reach out to
parents and listen to their concerns. In 2004-2005, parents still had a strong voice at The Village
School, which was initially created as a parent-teacher collaborative school. Parent outreach at
La Escuelita in 2012-2013 was extensive and the vast majority of parents expressed satisfaction
with home-school communication. However, teachers and principals are limited in their power to
address some of the issues of greatest concern—increasingly narrow curriculum and increasingly
high-stakes testing that has filtered down to the primary grades.
Ownership: Whose Classroom Is It?
Behavior problems seemed to multiply and intensify at The Village School and La Escuelita
when the classroom teachers were absent and a substitute teacher (or a student teacher) was in
charge. To understand why, I turned to the concepts of classroom community and responsibility.
It seemed clear to me that the real issue was one of ownership: specifically, whose classroom
was it? In analyzing the data, I considered several questions:
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• Were children behaving differently when the substitute was in charge, or were there simply
different expectations of behavior?
• Did children challenge the authority of the substitute teacher? If so, why?
• When children spoke up to say, “This is not how we usually do things in our classroom” did
the substitute view this as a challenge to her authority?
• Should substitute teachers listen to children when they try to explain classroom routines and
procedures?
• Does a substitute teacher have the right to institute changes in routine and expectations—
how lessons are taught; how materials are used; the rules for how children interact, move
through the classroom, access supplies, use the bathroom.
• Do children have a right to speak up about these changes in routine and expectations?
• Should the children’s perspective be part of the substitute teacher’s report to the classroom
teacher?
When substitute teachers took over one of these classrooms for one or two days, they often
assumed a more authoritarian role than the classroom teacher. Unlike the classroom teachers,
they did not share decision-making and ownership of the classroom with the students. Instead,
they emphatically took charge for the day. Many of the substitute teachers and several of the
specials teachers (for example, the art teachers at The Village School) assumed that when the
children offered their ideas or questioned how something was done (“This is not how we usually
do it in our classroom”) it was a direct challenge to their authority and, therefore, misbehavior
that required discipline or punishment. They also assumed that when children chatted with one
another during independent work time, or moved freely throughout the room to access supplies,
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use the bathroom, or get a drink of water, this was not part of the normal classroom environment,
and was simply children “taking advantage” of the substitute.
Generally, what happened in classrooms at both The Village School and La Escuelita—in
which classroom teachers had done a notable job of creating a democratic culture that supported
children’s developing civic competence despite working with significant limitations—was that
children—even those who might have begun the day by trying to follow the substitute’s rules—
rebelled against the substitute teacher’s implementation of authoritarian and undemocratic rule in
their classroom. I observed this dynamic at both The Village School and La Escuelita.
While children do need to learn and understand that different teachers have different rules,
whose classroom is it? To return to my earlier questions, it seemed that in many of the instances
I observed, children were not behaving differently, but were being held to a different standard,
that they were not challenging the authority of the substitute teacher, but were simply offering
information about the routines and procedures in their classroom. When the classroom culture is
such that children are provided opportunities to take ownership and responsibility, should they be
expected to shift their expectations to meet the needs of a substitute teacher or a specials teacher
who is, essentially, a visitor to their classroom?
I believe that it would be more in keeping with the mission of a democratic classroom if, for
example, a substitute teacher began the day with a discussion, allowing children to explain the
usual classroom routines and procedures and then providing an explanation of how his or her
rules and expectations might differ from the usual classroom procedures. Rather than taking over
the classroom, substitute teachers should be asked to honor the participatory democratic culture
of a classroom in which children are empowered and to recognize the sense of ownership and
responsibility that the children feel.

Developing	
  a	
  Culture	
  of	
  Citizenship	
  

441

In the Village School, when children voiced their complaints about the unfairness of the
rules and punishments implemented by a substitute teacher, the classroom teacher acknowledged
the children’s views and gave validity to their grievance. She also made it clear to them that it
was their responsibility to adhere to the rules of the substitute; that is, fairness was not the issue.
While it may be true that certain rules of society are not fair—or not fairly implemented—we
want children to learn that inequitable or oppressive societal rules should be thoughtfully questioned or even refused.
If administrators and teachers truly believe in the democratic classroom model, if they truly
understand the role of school in a democratic society, children’s rights should be recognized and
given (more) equal weight with the rights of adults in the classroom. The goal should be to implement a democratic classroom model that will create a culture of citizenship and teach children
how to take responsibility and protect their rights and the rights or others in a democratic society.
Children who think critically and question thoughtfully, rather than unquestioningly obey
any authority figure, are more likely to develop into adults who will do so. Administrators and
teachers need to ask themselves this question: Do we, as a society, want to encourage thoughtful
and reflective understanding of rules and rights, and a citizenry that is invested in society and
takes ownership, or do we want to foster blind obedience to authority and a citizenry that simply
follows orders?
Whose Voices Are Important?
At The Village School, in Robyn’s first/second grade classroom students (for the most part)
listened to one another with the same level of attention given to the teacher, whether during
whole class lessons or engaged in cooperative work in pairs or small groups. Robyn usually gave
serious thought and consideration to what children were saying. She emphasized the importance
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of listening to one another with respect, both implicitly in her own interactions with the students
and explicitly in class discussions. It seemed that the children in her class, some of whom had
been with her the previous year, had internalized that lesson.
In my observations at La Escuelita, I noticed that in the kindergarten classes, most children
usually listened attentively when the teachers were speaking, but often tended to lose focus when
another child was speaking or answering a question. During group lessons at the meeting space it
seemed that many students were more focused on raising their hands to be the next one called
upon, than in listening to the child who was speaking. The kindergarten teachers all incorporated
into their lessons explicit instructions about how to “actively listen” and spent time modeling and
scaffolding listening skills, both during whole group lessons and during “turn and talk” when
children were working with one or two partners.
While I still noticed a difference in Ms. Ramirez’s first grade class in the attentiveness with
which children listened to adults and peers, that difference had lessened considerably. Children
collaborated effectively and shared ideas when working on projects with partners or in small
groups. They generally listened to one another and were able to build on each other’s thoughts.
They also cooperated in using the computers and helped one another to edit written work. In Ms.
Marquez’s second grade class most children gave their peers the same focused attention that they
gave their teachers, whether working in small groups, engaged in “turn and talk” or at in a whole
class lesson at the meeting space.
Unequal Application of Rules and Inconsistent Teacher Expectations
As I reviewed and analyzed field notes and audiotapes from months of observations at The
Village School and La Escuelita, I became increasingly attuned to the relationship between a
teacher’s experience and her willingness to share authority with her students. Although each
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classroom teacher—Robyn, Ms. Amaro, Ms. Carreno, Ms. Garcia, Ms. Ramirez and Ms.
Marquez—had a unique personality and classroom management style, they all shared a sense of
confidence in their students. Each trusted in the ability of the young children with whom they
shared a classroom to actively participate in transforming the classroom into a community. In
each of these classrooms, children had some level of involvement in developing the class rules
and in deciding upon consequences when rules were broken. These classroom teachers took the
time to explicate the rules and to engage in authentic dialogue about why these rules were important.
Some form of behavior motivation/modification was used in several of the classrooms in
which I observed. These strategies varied widely from class to class, even within the same
school. Robyn used a “warning” system in which a child’s name was added to a handwritten list
posted on the chalkboard at the front of the classroom. However, as she reminded the children,
they had “power over their day.” By changing their behavior and acting in accordance with the
agreed-upon classroom rules, children had the opportunity to remove their names from the list.
Each day was a new day and every child started with a clean slate.
At La Escuelita, Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno used a two-part behavior modification chart
(Fig. 20) as a public “reminder” to individual children to act within the rules of the classroom.
As in Robyn’s class, each day was a new day with no holdover from the previous day. During
most of the time I spent in Ms. Garcia’s classroom she did not utilize an external behavior modification system, although that changed briefly for several days, following a negative report from
a substitute teacher. Rather than focusing on individual behavior, Ms. Ramirez used a reward
system in which the class as a whole was rewarded with the addition of marbles to a jar that,
when filled, would result in a class party. She never singled out individual children when using
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this system. Although there was a behavior motivation chart displayed on the wall in Ms.
Marquez’s room, I never saw her use it; she told me that she wanted the students to take responsibility for their behavior and to understand why they needed to adhere to a particular rule.
In each of these classrooms, it seemed that children had a sense of ownership of both their
academic achievements and behavior. There was a relationship between teacher’s expectations
and children’s sense of responsibility. When confronted with a teacher with an authoritarian
classroom management style that seemed to diminish their sense of personal responsibility and
ownership, many of the students rebelled. This happened in every classroom in which I observed
when a substitute teacher, a student teacher or a specialist “tightened the reins” and withheld
power, taking away the sense of shared authority for transforming their classroom community
that the children had come to expect.
The democratic process is not quiet or smooth; it is messy, noisy and often chaotic. In these
classrooms, I observed that children who felt strong ownership of their learning and who viewed
the classroom as a participatory community in which they had a voice (for example, Hassan and
Sean in Robyn’s classroom) were often those who had the most trouble with adults who were
authoritarian and controlling, who did not seem to respect them as equal members of the classroom community, listening to their voices and acknowledging their contributions. What these
students called out as unfair—unequal application of classroom rules and inconsistent teacher
expectations—occurred in every classroom in which I observed at both The Village School and
La Escuelita.
I found in analyzing the data that there was a relationship between an adult’s actual or perceived power within the hierarchical structure and his or her success in sharing authority and
creating a sense of participatory democratic culture. Those with the most power within the
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school hierarchy—Ms. Gutierrez and Ms. Ruiz at La Escuelita and Lara at The Village School—
most often emphasized the importance of transparency and sharing authority. The teachers who
were most successful in creating a collaborative and egalitarian culture were those with the most
confidence in their own authority. These teachers were willing to share control with the children,
as well as with parents and student teachers/observers. In general, experienced and confident
classroom teachers provided great transparency in explicating rules, how they work and why
they were important. They were usually sparing in their use of warnings, reminders and external
rewards (such as stickers). However, most (though not all) of the more inexperienced student
teachers and student observers, as well as certain substitute teachers and specialists, had a much
lower tolerance for various behaviors (talking, fidgeting, moving around the room) and made
liberal use of punitive measures such as warnings and reminders, timeouts, or removal from the
group or the classroom. Often, one child would be singled out and receive multiple reprimands
during a single lesson.
It is not difficult to understand how a less-experienced student teacher/student observer or a
substitute teacher/specialist whose classroom management skills and style were unfamiliar to the
children and, perhaps, less effective than that of the classroom teacher might have felt the need to
resort to authoritarian measures to maintain a sense of control. The end result, however, was that
these teachers were given the authority to punish and reprimand and to hand out stickers, warnings and reminders. Their effect on children’s experience of the classroom as a participatory
democratic learning community cannot be ignored. How classroom teachers addressed issues of
unfairness—unequal application of the classroom rules and inconsistent teacher expectations—
was important determining in how children perceived the overall experience.
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At The Village School, Robyn made a concerted effort to engage the children in dialogue
when they expressed their frustration with inconsistent teacher expectations and unequal application of rules. She allowed them to present their concerns and she validated their right to question.
However, she also asked them to consider the perspective of the substitute or specials teacher
and to take responsibility for adapting to different requirements from different teachers. She
emphasized that she tried to cooperate with other teachers whose ideas and expectations differed
from her own.
A similar conversation occurred in Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno’s classroom at La Escuelita
when they were preparing the students to work with Ms. Green, the authoritarian Reading Reform consultant. However, neither Ms. Amaro and Ms. Carreno nor Ms. Garcia, in the days following her two-day absence from the classroom, addressed the underlying issue of power and
hierarchy. Although these were kindergarten students, a developmentally appropriate conversation about justice and fairness, as represented in this real life scenario, might have engaged the
children in critical analysis of these abstract ideas within a concrete framework.
Creating a Democratic Classroom
Despite important differences in the student population, overall structure and philosophical
mission statements of the two schools, as well as significant changes in federal, state and local
educational policy between 2004-2013, the administrators and classroom teachers of both The
Village School and La Escuelita were, for the most part, successful in creating a participatory
and democratic culture. Two broad themes emerged from analyzing the data:
•

Use and organization of space within (and outside) the classroom had a significant impact
on children’s learning opportunities, decision-making, ownership and participation.
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Social rules evolved organically from choices and interactions between children and
adults, rather than being imposed from without, which strongly influenced the sense of
community with each classroom.

Spatial Landscape of the Classroom: Use and Organization of Space
The Village School was strongly committed to using New York City as a resource, including
the surrounding community, the two community gardens and the city-maintained park. Field
trips during the time of the study included weekly excursions by the first/second grade classes to
discover facts about the trees and wildlife in the nearby park, as well as the people who utilized
the park.
The administrators and staff of La Escuelita maintained a strong connection with the parents
and the surrounding neighborhood. Ms. Gutierrez and many of the teachers lived in within walking distance of the school and shared a cultural bond with their students and parents. Parents
were often invited to participate in school ceremonies and to enjoy performances—music, dance
and drama—organized by classroom teachers and by Mr. Valdez, the music teacher. The Glee
Club also performed at the local community center and the students of La Escuelita were invited
several times each year to the nearby middle school to enjoy holiday performances.
Materials that were used daily within each classroom at The Village School and La Escuelita
were stored on low shelves that were easily accessible to the children. Children were allowed to
access to these materials—pencils, writing and drawing paper, art materials, math and science
materials, books for research and books for independent reading—without having to ask permission from an adult. Most materials and supplies within the classroom were shared, although at La
Escuelita there were additional supplies (such as crayons) that belonged to individual children.
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While children were given significant freedom of movement in classrooms at both schools,
there were differences. For example, in Robyn’s classroom at The Village School there were no
assigned places at worktables or at the meeting space. Children’s individual belongings were
stored in cubbies and all workspaces were collaborative; no space belonged to any individual
person, whether student or teacher. During class meetings and group lessons at the meeting
space, children decided where to sit, on benches or the floor or on chairs drawn up to the meeting
space. During the lessons, they were free to change seats without asking permission. The rule
was that they should not distract others or interrupt the lesson. In the months that I observed,
children often moved around the meeting space without interrupting the lesson. They moved
from the benches to the floor or vice versa, or they might switch seats with someone else to be
closer to the front or back of the meeting space. During the morning meeting, they would shift to
make room for latecomers and stand to allow them to put away their coats and backpacks, without being asked and usually without disturbing the lesson or losing their focus. During independent work, children were allowed to change their seats, as long as they did so quietly and did not
disturb their classmates.
At La Escuelita, on the other hand, children were assigned their seats at the collaborative
worktables and, in some classrooms, at the meeting space, as well. While children were allowed
to move freely about the room when working independently and were usually allowed to choose
where they wanted to work, there was greater structure and less freedom of movement than at
The Village School, particularly during whole class lessons at the meeting space. During independent work, children were allowed to move freely about the room to access supplies or to use
the bathroom or get a drink of water. However, these freedoms were somewhat curtailed during
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whole class meetings, when children were expected to stay in their assigned places at the meeting space.
At both schools, I observed children working in all areas of the room during independent
work: at the tables, on the floor of the open spaces, in various quiet nooks and corners throughout the classrooms and in the meeting area. Children sat in chairs or on the floor, wherever they
were most comfortable. When writing in their journals, Robyn encouraged children to sit at the
tables. If they chose to sit on the floor of the meeting space, they were encouraged to use the
benches as their writing table. At La Escuelita, children were most likely to sit at the worktables
when writing, although some chose to sit on the floor, leaning against a wall or bookcase. In
both schools, movement during quiet work times was done quietly and without interrupting others.
At The Village School, the large open area of the classroom was used for both communal
and independent work. Children were often engaged in ongoing projects that evolved from the
social studies curriculum and involved weeks of building and development. During the time that
I observed the class, the open space was usually filled with elaborate building projects involving
the unit blocks and additional materials. One month the children were building an urban community complete with tenements, grocery stores, parks and a police station. The next month, Robyn
had covered the floor of the open space with several large blue tarps to simulate an ocean and the
children were creating their own island communities, complete with vegetation, wildlife and
shelter. These projects were left standing for the duration of the unit lesson, which might be a
month or six weeks.
Although children at La Escuelita were also engaged in elaborate ongoing projects, these
were more likely to involve music and drama, rather than building with unit blocks. There was
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more limited space set aside in these classrooms to accommodate large building projects, although the walls of each classroom and the bulletin boards that lined the hallways were filled
with children’s artwork.
In both schools, children showed great respect for the work of others and demonstrated a
sense of responsibility for their classmates and for the materials and space of the classroom. On
many occasions at The Village School I observed children moving with great care through the
elaborate building projects that filled the large open space, so as not to disturb the work of their
classmates. At La Escuelita, in every classroom I observed many instances where children took
responsibility for the shared space and supplies, whether it was cleaning a spill, fixing a torn
book, helping to put away the blocks, or carefully returning the computers to the laptop cart.
During the months that I observed in both schools, I never saw a child deliberately damage another child’s work.
Social Landscape of The Classroom: A Sense of Community
At both The Village School and La Escuelita, there was a sense of community that evolved
organically from the interactions of administrators, teachers and students. Children had a sense
of ownership, a feeling that it was their classroom and that they were responsible for themselves,
for their learning, and for one another. Choices were discussed and the children’s opinions and
ideas were acknowledged and considered in class decisions whenever possible. Teachers were
participants in the classroom community and were generally held accountable to the rules.
Children in these classrooms learned that, in a democratic classroom community, they
would have to balance their individual needs with the needs of the class as a whole. Their rights
and freedoms could not infringe upon the rights and freedoms of their classmates. They learned
to work collaboratively, to help one another and to value the voices and perspectives of others,
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even when they disagreed. Each of the teachers that I observed at The Village School and at La
Escuelita referred to their classrooms with phrases such as “we are a community” and “we are a
family.” Robyn reminded students that, “you need to be a part of this community.” Ms. Garcia
emphasized that, “we are a big family.”
At The Village School children at all grade levels, including Robyn’s first/second grade
class, participated fully in town meetings. Their voices were heard and adults and older students
listened respectfully and responded to their concerns and contributions. Robyn’s class volunteered at the local community gardens and partnered with special education students from the
District 75 school that shared the building. Robyn spoke about the need to focus on “acts of
kindness,” with an aim toward helping children to understand and respect people who were different from them.
At La Escuelita, I observed many instances when the youngest children transformed the
classroom environment with their compassion and empathy toward classmates. They chose to
help others without reciprocity. Teachers modeled and articulated respect and understanding for
children with diverse needs and the students enacted these principles in their interactions with
one another. Children of all ability levels were given equal voice in the classroom community
and teachers and administrators supported children’s accomplishments.
Teachers and administrators at both The Village School and at La Escuelita made some
effort to introduce an element of transparency into the hierarchy of power and authority. Issues
of power were explored more explicitly with the children in Robyn’s classroom than in any of
the classrooms at La Escuelita. Community rules in both schools were discussed, revisited and
revised as necessary, rather than simply imposed. Children in these classrooms were encouraged
to critically reflect upon the rules and they actively participated in creating and implementing
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classroom rules. They were also given opportunities to analyze conflicts and participate in finding peaceful resolutions.
In each of these classrooms at both The Village School and La Escuelita, collaboration and
community were a natural extension of the social landscape of the classroom. Administrators and
teachers shared ideas, materials and expertise and student teachers were welcomed into the
community and treated as colleagues. There was a sense of mutual respect among all participants
in the learning community and cooperative effort was valued and practiced.
Limitations
In this section, I will talk about the limitations to how I conducted this study and to how I
analyzed and interpreted the collected data.
There was an eight-year time span between the first wave of data collection at The Village
School in 2004-2005 and the second wave of data collection at La Escuelita in 2012-2013. Many
changes occurred over that time period in the administration and organization of the New York
City public school system and in the political landscape of the U.S. educational system. The
teachers and administrators at La Escuelita in 2012-13 were working within a significantly more
constrained hierarchical structure. There was greater emphasis at federal, state and local levels
on measuring student achievement through standardized tests. The results of these tests were
used in New York City to evaluate schools and individual teachers. There was also a strong
move toward implementing Core Curriculum requirements in math and literacy and an increased
emphasis on using non-fiction books in the primary grades. It is likely that these changes had an
impact on the meaning and realization of democratic practices in the classroom.
My research methodology focused primarily upon observation. Although I did informally
interview teachers, parents and administrators and I did, on many occasions, allow teachers to
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reflect upon the actions and decision-making that I had observed in their classrooms, I did not
interview children, nor did I often ask them to reflect upon their actions and decisions. While
discussing key constructs with the children might have provided another level of understanding, I
made the decision to focus on observing and recording their behavior in the classroom for two
reasons. First, I wanted to gather data as unobtrusively as possible; engaging the children discussions of the constructs of the study would have shifted the focus to my presence in the classroom.
Second, the unit of analysis of this study was the enactment of democratic principles in the classroom; I wanted to focus upon the observable behaviors of teachers and children throughout the
normal course of the day.
However, in focusing upon data collected through observations, audiotapes and photographs
it is important to recognize several limitations of this methodology, both in the data collection
and in the analysis. As I was the only researcher collecting data, the events and incidents that I
observed were subject to the limits of my perception: the observer, to some extent, chooses what
to perceive in any given situation. Although, I attempted to record objectively, with all of the
activity that takes place simultaneously within any classroom at any given moment, my choices
of which activities captured my focused attention were certainly guided by my background
knowledge, my experience, and my values and beliefs. Although I was not given permission by
NYCDOE to videotape in the classrooms, I used photographs, audiotapes and informal interviews to supplement my observations, in an attempt to increase the level of objectivity.
In addition, in the absence of any external validation from children, teachers, administrators,
parents or other observers, the choice of events that I used to illustrate certain study constructs,
as well as the interpretation of these events, was also limited by my perceptions and guided by
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my knowledge, experience, values and beliefs. It is certainly possible that the events that I have
presented might be interpreted differently.
Finally, each school and each classroom represents a unique environment, a moment in time
and place. The administrators, teachers, parents and students, the neighborhood within which
these two school were embedded, the social and political landscape of education, and the structure and organization of the New York City public school system at a particular point in time all
contributed to creating the specific environment within which I collected the data for this study.
Although I believe that the themes that emerged from these observations can provide a framework for creating a democratic classroom culture in primary grade classrooms, it is important to
recognize the limits of generalizing the results from a case study. 	
  
A Final Word
As a society, we must recognize that education is an inherently political act (Apple & Beane,
1995). Schools can either be a conservative force preserving the culture of power and the inequalities of the status quo or a medium for social change (Bourdieu, 1974; Delpit, 2006; Dewey,
1916). A society that supports the development of citizens educated in the affairs of state and
prepared to participate at all levels of government must create schools that enact democratic values and practices for children at all grade levels, including the very youngest.
In a democratic classroom:
• The principles and values of democracy (participation, collaboration, critical reflection, informed decision-making, and responsibility for others) are not artificially imposed, but are
instead a natural evolution of choices and interactions between adults and children.
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• There is a strong commitment to making the “culture of power” transparent. Issues of
power and hierarchical structure are made explicit and critical reflection of these issues is
actively encouraged.
• Dialogue is encouraged and children’s voices--and choices--are accorded respect. No voice
is privileged over all others, not even the teacher’s.
Democracy is not self-perpetuating; it must be nourished from generation to generation. As
demonstrated over the school year in classrooms under the auspices of dedicated teachers, and
administrators, even in an age of standardized curriculum and high-stakes testing, it is possible to
achieve education for democracy, as envisioned by Dewey over one hundred years ago.
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APPENDIX

On the following pages are copies (with identifying information removed) of: (1) the information letter sent home to parents/guardians of children in Robyn’s class at The Village School;
(2) the consent letter sent home to parents/guardians of children at La Escuelita (English version)
and (3) the consent letter sent home to parents/guardians of children at La Escuelita (Spanish
version).
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January 2005
Dear Parent/Guardian:
My name is Mindi Reich-Shapiro and I am a doctoral student in the Ph.D.
program in Developmental Psychology at The Graduate Center of the City
University of New York. I am also an adjunct lecturer at Queens College and
have spent the past few months working with the student teachers at (The Village
School). As part of my research project entitled Participating in Democracy: How
Children Embody Democratic Principles in the Classroom I will be observing the
typical classroom routines and practices in your child’s classroom for
approximately twelve weeks.
I am interested in learning about how young children come to understand rules,
rights, responsibilities and decision-making in a classroom setting. I will be
observing the ordinary activities in which children and teachers engage in the
classroom. As part of my observations I may engage teachers and children in
conversation, however I will not be interviewing individual children as part of this
research nor will I be performing any assessments.
I will be taking written notes during the observations and may also photograph or
audiotape some lessons. No actual names or descriptions of students or teachers
will appear anywhere in the written notes or be part of any records. No audio
documentation, photographs with identifying information or actual names will be
featured in my final dissertation.
If you have any questions about this research, you can call me at (xxx-xxx-xxxx)
or email me at (mreichshapiro@gc.cuny.edu).
Thank you.
Mindi Reich-Shapiro
Doctoral Student
The Graduate Center of the City University of New York
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CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
The Graduate Center
Department of Developmental Psychology
PARENTAL/LEGAL GUARDIAN PERMISSION FORM AND AUTHORIZATION FOR
CHILD’S PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH
Project Title: Developing a Culture of Citizenship in Elementary School Classrooms: How
Democratic Schools Teach Children About Rules, Rights and Responsibilities
Principal Investigator: Mindi Reich-Shapiro, Ph.D. Candidate, Developmental Psychology,
The Graduate Center of the City University of New York, 365 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY
10016-4309, xxx-xxx-xxxx
Faculty Advisor: Anna Stetsenko, Ph.D., Professor, Developmental Psychology Program, The
Graduate Center of the City University of New York, 365 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 100164309, 212-817-8715
Site of Study: (La Escuelita)
Introduction/Purpose: My name is Mindi Reich-Shapiro and I am a doctoral student in the
Ph.D. program in Developmental Psychology at The Graduate Center of the City University of
New York. I am also an adjunct lecturer at Queens College and have spent the past few months
supervising student teachers at (La Escuelita).
Your child is invited to participate in my research project entitled Developing a Culture of
Citizenship in Elementary School Classrooms: How Democratic Schools Teach Children About
Rules, Rights and Responsibilities. The purpose of this study is to learn how young children in an
early childhood classroom learn about citizenship in a democratic society; specifically, how they
learn about rules, rights, responsibilities and decision-making.
I am interested in learning how a philosophy of collaborative education helps children develop
civic competence. Observing children and teachers in the early grades will give me the
opportunity to observe how children understand the concepts of democratic practice at the
simplest level. I plan to use the information from this study to create a model of democratic
practice that can be used in early childhood classrooms.
Procedures: As part of my research project I will be observing the typical classroom routines
and practices in your child’s classroom for approximately twelve weeks. Three days each week
while school is in session I will arrive when the school opens and will spend the day observing in
several classrooms, including your child’s. I will be observing the ordinary activities in which
teachers and children engage in the classroom. As part of my observations I may engage teachers
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and children in conversation, however I will not be interviewing individual children as part of
this research, nor will I be performing any assessments.
I will be taking written notes during the observations and may also photograph or audiotape
some lessons. No actual names or descriptions of students or teachers will appear anywhere in
the written notes or be part of any records. No audio documentation, photographs with
identifying information or actual names will be featured in my final dissertation.
Possible Risks: This study is observational, does not engage teachers or children in any
activities outside of the normal classroom practices and does not involve any assessments. To
minimize the possibility of a breach of confidentiality, no actual names will be included in
written notes and all audiotapes and photographs will be edited to delete any identifying
information. If your child is uncomfortable with any aspect of this study (such as audiotaping)
please contact me at once at xxx-xxx-xxxx. You may also contact the school principal, (Ms.
Gutierrez) at xxx-xxx-xxxx.
Benefits: I plan to use the information from this study to create a model of democratic practice
that can be implemented in early childhood classrooms to enhance the development of civic
competence in children.
Voluntary Participation: Your child’s participation in this study is voluntary and you may
decide, without penalty, that your child may not participate. In addition to your consent, I will
explain the study to your child. Your child may choose not to participate. If you, or your child,
decide to withdraw consent at any time you may do so by informing me of your decision.
Confidentiality: The data will be collected primarily through written notes. No actual names or
descriptions of students or teachers will appear anywhere in the written notes or be part of any
records. I may also photograph or audiotape certain lessons or activities for the purpose of
analysis. No audio documentation, photographs with identifying information or actual names
will be featured in my final dissertation and no one will have access to audio or photographic
documentation other than me.
Contact Questions/Persons: If you or your child have any questions about this research, you
can call me at xxx-xxx-xxxx or email me at mreichshapiro@gc.cuny.edu. You can also contact
my faculty adviser, Prof. Anna Stetsenko at 212-817-8715 or astetsenko@gc.cuny.edu or the
Human Research Protections Program Coordinator at The Graduate Center, Ms. Kay Powell at
212-817-7525 or kpowell@gc.cuny.edu.
Statement of Consent:
“I have read and understand the above information about this study. I have been informed of the
risks and benefits involved and all my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
Furthermore, I have been assured that Ms. Reich-Shapiro will answer any additional questions. I
understand that my child’s participation is voluntary and that I, or my child, are free to withdraw
at any time. I voluntarily agree to allow my child to participate in this study.
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By signing this form I have not waived any of my legal rights to which my child would
otherwise be entitled.
I will be given a copy of this statement.”
I am aware that audiotaping will be used in the classroom for this study. Please circle one:
Yes

No

I am aware that photographs will be used in the classroom for this study. Please circle one:
Yes

No

Printed Name of Parent/Guardian: ____________________________________________
Parent/Guardian
Signature ______________________________________ Date _________________
Printed Name of Principal Investigator_____________________________________

Signature______________________________________Date__________________
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LA UNIVERSIDAD DE LA CIUDAD DE NUEVA YORK
El Centro de Graduados
Departamento de Psicología del Desarrollo
FORMULARIO DE PERMISO PARA LOS PADRES DE FAMILIA / GUARDIÁN
Y AUTORIZACIÓN PARA
LA PARTICIPACIÓN DEL NIÑO/A EN LA INVESTIGACIÓN
Título del proyecto: Desarrollo de cultura de la ciudadanía en las aulas de la escuela primaria:
Cómo las Escuelas Democráticas enseñan a los niños normas, derechos y responsabilidades
Investigadora principal: Mindi Reich-Shapiro, Ph.D. Candidata, Psicología del Desarrollo, el
Centro de Graduados de la Universidad de la Ciudad de Nueva York, 365 Fifth Avenue, Nueva
York, NY 10016-4309, xxx-xxx-xxxx.
Director de la Facultad: Anna Stetsenko, Ph.D., Profesor, Programa de Psicología del
Desarrollo, el Centro de Graduados de la Universidad de la Ciudad de Nueva York, 365 Fifth
Avenue, Nueva York, NY 10016-4309, 212-817-8715
Sitio de estudio: (La Escuelita)
Introducción / Objetivos: Mi nombre es Mindi Reich-Shapiro y soy una estudiante de
doctorado en el programa de Psicología del Desarrollo en el Centro de Graduados de la
Universidad de la Ciudad de Nueva York. También soy profesora adjunta en Queens College y
he pasado los últimos meses supervisando estudiantes de pedagogía en (La Escuelita).
Su hijo(a) esta siendo invitado(a) a participar en mi proyecto de investigación titulado Desarrollo
de una cultura de la ciudadanía en las aulas de la escuela primaria: cómo las escuelas
democráticas enseñan a los niños normas, derechos y responsabilidades. El propósito de este
estudio es investigar cómo los niños en un aula de primer grado aprenden acerca de la ciudadanía
en una sociedad democrática, específicamente, cómo aprenden normas, derechos,
responsabilidades y cómo tomar decisiones.
Estoy interesada en aprender como una filosofía de educación colaborativa ayuda a los niños
desarrollar su aptitud cívica. La observación de los niños y maestros en los grados primarios me
dará la oportunidad de entender cómo los niños aprenden los conceptos de la práctica
democrática en el nivel más simple. Voy a utilizar la información de este estudio para crear un
modelo de la práctica democrática que se puede utilizar en las aulas de la escuela elemental.
Procedimientos: Como parte de mi proyecto de investigación se observarán las rutinas de clase
y prácticas en el aula de su hijo(a) por aproximadamente doce semanas. Espero estar, tres días de
la semana observando varios salones de clases, incluídos los de su hijo(a). Voy a observar las
actividades normales en las que las maestras y los niños participan en el aula. Como parte de mis
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observaciones, podría involucrar a las maestras y a los niños en la conversaciones. Sin embargo,
en esta investigación, no voy a entrevistar a los niños individualemente, ni voy a hacer
evaluaciones.
Voy a tomar notas escritas durante las observaciones y también podría fotografiar o grabar a
algunas de las lecciones. No voy usar nombres reales o descripciones de los estudiantes o de los
maestros. Los nombres no aparecerán en ninguna parte de las notas escritas ni serán parte de
ningún registro. No voy usar información de audio, fotografías que contengan información de
identificación o nombres reales en mi tesis final.
Posibles riesgos: Este estudio es de observación, no se dirige a los maestros o los niños en
ninguna actividad fuera de las prácticas en el aula normal y no implica ninguna evaluación. Para
reducir al mínimo la posibilidad de una violación a la confidencialidad, los nombres reales no
serán incluidos en las notas escritas y todas las cintas de audio y fotografías serán editadas para
borrar cualquier información de identificación. Si su hijo(a) se siente incómodo(a) con cualquier
aspecto de este estudio (por ejemplo, cintas de audio), por favor póngase en contacto conmigo al
xxx-xxx-xxxx. También puede comunicarse con la directora de la escuela, la Sra. Gutierrez.
Beneficios: Voy a utilizar la información de este estudio para crear un modelo de la práctica
democrática que se podra implementar en las aulas de primer grado para mejorar el desarrollo de
aptitudes cívicas en los niños.
Participación voluntaria: La participación de su hijo(a) en este estudio es voluntaria y usted
podrá decidir, sin penalización, que su hijo(a) no participe. Además de su consentimiento, voy a
explicar el estudio a su hijo(a). Su hijo(a) también puede optar por no participar. Si usted o su
hijo(a), deciden retirar su consentimiento en cualquier momento puede hacerlo, tan pronto me
informen de su decisión.
Confidencialidad: Los datos serán recogidos principalmente a través de notas escritas. No voy
usar nombres reales o descripciones de los estudiantes o maestros en ninguna parte de las notas
escritas, ni van a ser parte de ningún registro. Las fotografias y/o grabaciones de ciertas lecciones
o actividades sólo se utilizarán con el propósito de análizar las lecciones. No voy usar
documentación de audio, fotografías con información de identificación o nombres reales en mi
tesis final y nadie tendrá acceso a la documentación fotográfica o de audio ni de las notas sólo
yo.
Preguntas y Personas en contacto: Si usted o su hijo(a) tienen alguna pregunta sobre esta
investigación, puede llamarme al xxx-xxx-xxxx o por correo electrónico a mindi.reichshapiro @
gc.cuny.edu. También puede ponerse en contacto con mi asesor académico, la Prof. Anna
Stetsenko al 212-817-8715 o astetsenko@gc.cuny.edu o la Investigación en Seres Humanos
Coordinadora del Programa de Protección en el Centro de Postgrado, la Sra. Kay Powell al 212817-7525 o kpowell @ gc.cuny.edu.
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Declaración de Consentimiento:
"He leído y entendido la información anterior acerca de este estudio. He sido informado(a) de los
riesgos y beneficios implicados y todas mis preguntas han sido contestadas a mi satisfacción.
Además, me han asegurado que la Sra. Reich-Shapiro va a contestar cualquier pregunta
adicional. Entiendo que la participación de mi hijo es voluntaria y que yo, o mi hijo, estamos
libres de retirarnos en cualquier momento. Acepto voluntariamente que mi hijo(a) participe en
este estudio.
Al firmar este formulario no he renunciado a ningunos de mis derechos legales.
Se le entregará una copia de esta declaración. "
Sé que las grabaciones de audio en el salón de clases serán utilizadas para este estudio. Por favor,
marque con un círculo:
Sí

No

Sé que se utilizarán las fotografías de el aula para este estudio. Por favor, marque con un círculo:
Sí

No

Nombre del Padre / Guardián: ____________________________________________
Firma del Padre/ Guardián: __________________________________ Fecha _______________

Nombre de la Investigadora Principal ___________________________________________

Firma ______________________________________ Fecha _________________
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